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EDITORIAL STATEMENT 


BY ROSE RICKFORD 


atriarchy is not universal, and it is not inevitable. It 
was developed by people through historical processes 
for the material purpose of controlling and appropri- 
ating women’s bodies and labour. And, since it was developed 
by people, so it can be undeveloped. As we learned from Max 
Dashu in Issue Six, there have been societies that are not patri- 


archal.' Another way is possible. 


This historical fact is one ] have found myself holding extra 
close in recent months as I observe a patriarchy that, although 
neither universal nor inevitable, is so extraordinarily endur- 
ing, adaptable, and resilient. This is an old, strong, experienced 
beast we are dealing with here. The struggle against it is relent- 


less and, at times, exhausting. 


One reason for patriarchy’s resilience is its ability to re-form. 
When facing resistance it glides like mercury, pouring itself 
into new shapes. Those shapes can be designed to look just 
like the resistance itself. This is a clever trick indeed, because 
a movement that begins as a struggle against patriarchy can 
have its energy turned in on itself and find itself serving the 
very beast it set out to destroy. When people who are serving 
the interests of patriarchal power claim the word ‘feminist, 
this is a way to subvert the energy of the women’s liberation 
movement and use it against itself. Gender-identity activists 
claim that feminism must centre the needs of male people, and 
they persuade some women to join them in this crusade. This 
‘feminism’ is not about women’s interests, and thus ‘being a 
feminist’ becomes an identity quite separate from a commit- 


ment to women’s liberation from patriarchy. 


The same is true when anti-abortion activists, religious fun- 
damentalists, and white ethno-nationalists call themselves 
feminists, attach themselves to women’s struggle, or attempt 
to co-opt feminist language. These are people who enforce pa- 
triarchal power through forcing women to birth against their 
will, enforcing compulsory heterosexuality, and othering and 
demonizing black and brown women. Redefining ‘feminism’ to 
include people who support patriarchal power is a way to make 
it harder for women’s liberationists to find each other and or- 
ganize together. When our words are taken from us we cannot 


speak the truth, so it is a very effective patriarchal weapon. 


Unsurprisingly, self-identified ‘feminists’ who help to uphold 


patriarchy find themselves welcomed by its institutions with 
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open arms. Neoliberal universities, repressive religious estab- 
lishments, and money-chasing professionalized charities all 
have cause to appropriate feminism against women’s inter- 
ests. Meanwhile, when feminists assert that women’s materi- 
al political interests matter, and that we will not collaborate 
with patriarchal co-option of our resistance, we are punished 
harshly. The punishment can come from different directions 
but is always the same in its purpose: to frighten and shame 
us into silence and submission. Many readers will be all too 
familiar with the way in which women have been bullied, vil- 
ified and ostracised for challenging gender-identity ideology. 
We suggest the same mechanism is now at play in the backlash 
against feminists who are concerned about the co-option of 


gender-critical feminism by anti-feminist actors. 


In circumstances in which ‘feminism’ is claimed as an identity 
divorced from women’s political interests, understanding what 
is and is not in our interests is crucial for directing our energy. 
Thinking, talking, and writing about what women need, the 
ways we are oppressed, and how we might resist is necessary 
for enabling effective struggle against patriarchal power. It is 
no coincidence that women’s thinking is a site of misogynistic 
attack against us. In 1983, Andrea Dworkin wrote, “Men hate 
intelligence in women ... Intelligence is a form of energy that 
pushes itself out into the world ... The intelligence of women 
is traditionally starved, isolated, imprisoned ... Intelligence is 


not ladylike. Intelligence is full of excesses.”” 


THE RADICAL NOTION aims to provide a space where we can 
push our energy out into the world, in all its excesses. Here we 
have a place to leave ‘ladylike’ behind and become what we are 
capable of. And through that process we develop the thinking, 
understanding, and power necessary to resist the crushing 
weight of the beast. 


Feminism is the movement against patriarchy, based on the 
radical notion that women are people. People who think, make, 
act, move, feel, speak, write, love, build, create. People who are 


agents of change. Onward sisters. There is much to do. 


‘Jane Clare Jones, ‘Matricultures and the Matrix of Life: An Interview 
With Max Dashu, THE RADICAL NOTION, 6 (2022), 95-103. 

?Andrea Dworkin, Right-Wing Women (New York: Penguin, 1983), pp. 
28-33. 


FEMINISM AND FEMALISM 


We Are Not the Same Movement 
BY ROSE RICKFORD 


nyone who is following the ‘gender-critical’ move- 

ment even a little will have noticed a split in recent 

months. Much of the content of the argument has 
focused on political alliances and what they mean. Some are 
comfortable with, and in even positive favour of, reciprocal 
promotion and collaboration with ultra-conservative groups 
and actors. This has included, for example, collaboration 
with those who are against abortion," believe homosexuality 
is a sin,? see lesbian families as inferior,? believe that the US 
election was fixed,* believe that feminism is to blame for male 
violence,’ and believe that white people are a persecuted de- 
mographic in Britain.* Others, myself included, contend that 
it does not make political sense for feminists to engage in col- 
lective action with people who are working toward anti-fem- 
inist goals. As a result, we have articulated our disagreement 
and asserted a political boundary that excludes anti-feminist 


actors and action. 


We have been heavily criticized for doing this.? Many women 
have urged us to avoid ‘infighting’ and ‘keep our eye on the 
prize.’ The idea that this dispute constitutes infighting assumes 
that we are all ‘in’ the same movement, and the idea of keeping 
our eye on the prize assumes we are all after the same prize. I 
want to think about whether this is true (and so disagreements 
about political alliances are matters of strategic difference) or 
whether the divisions are indicative of a deeper difference in 


political aim and analysis. 


I will not rehearse the historical details of the dispute here. 
To get a quick sense of what has been going on | would rec- 
ommend that you read Jean Hatchet’s article ‘Men of the far- 
right and the women’s movement’ and Jeni Harvey’s blog post 
‘Feminism and the far-right: Let women speak,? and watch 
Kellie-Jay Keen’s video ‘Reboot of ENTIRE rant “Right Women 


Are Women.”’® 


In the ongoing debate I think there are three broad positions 
being taken. The first two are often taken by the same people 
as one another, who move between the two stances despite the 
fact that they contradict one another (examined below). The 
third is taken by feminists who reject alliances with ultra-con- 


servatives. 


1) ‘House-on-fire’ 


This is an argument in favour of political alliances with any- 
body who supports a sex-based definition of woman, on the 
basis that we are all working to the same ends and it is an emer- 
gency. Confusion about the categories ‘woman’ and ‘man’ is an 
emergency situation, and a single-issue campaign is needed to 
fight for sex-based definitions. In order to win the fight for sex- 
based definitions it makes sense to make common cause with 
anyone who understands that women are female and men are 
male. Furthermore, it is necessary to make common cause with 
anyone who understands this, because gender-identity ideolo- 
gy has created a state of emergency and we should work with 
anyone who is willing to help protect women and children 
from its harms. You can hear from a prominent UK proponent 
of this position on Keen’s YouTube channel, where she claims 
“the house is on fire and the children are inside” and that she 
will “stand beside the devil himself if it means that one more 
child doesn’t have her breasts removed.” This position was 
also defended by Helen Joyce in her UnHerd debate with Julie 


Bindel in December 2022.” 


2) Liberal individualism 


This is an argument that none of us are accountable to one 
another as members of a coherent movement working to any 
particular ends, and thus that what one person chooses to do 
or say has no bearing on anyone else or on the direction of any 
wider movement. Every person acting against gender-identi- 
ty ideology is an independent entity. Individuals might work 
together at times when their interests coincide but remain 
separate individuals, unconnected in any lasting or mean- 
ingful way. There is no ‘movement, only people sometimes 
working together temporarily. People involved in resisting 
gender-identity ideology should thus all make our own inde- 
pendent decisions on what to do and how to do it. We are not 
responsible for or accountable to one another. This is the posi- 
tion taken by Kathleen Stock in her piece ‘On guilt-by-associa- 
tion, in which she argues that women should treat one another 
“as adults who can make their minds up about whether or not 
to ... associate for what they judge to be strategic reasons.”” 


She exposes an underlying assumption that feminists have no 


responsibility or accountability to one another as a movement 
or sisterhood, and that any attempt to work collectively to de- 
termine the direction of our political action is an infringement 


on individual liberty. 
3) Feminism™* 


Feminists understand that resistance to gender-identity ideol- 
ogy is part of a broader feminist politics of women’s liberation, 
and that alliances should be made on this basis. There are mul- 
tiple reasons for opposing gender-identity ideology, and not 
all of them are feminist. Some are based on, for example, mor- 
al disgust at gender non-conformity and a desire to enforce 
traditional gender roles for male and female people. These are 
fundamentally different (and oppositional) political aims to 
those of feminists. It therefore makes no sense to create polit- 
ical alliances with people who have those goals. This argument 
is made beautifully clear in Gia Milinovich’s ‘vegan wars ana- 
logy, in which she points out that vegans and the meat indus- 
try both need to know the difference between meat and plants, 
but that does not mean that the political goals of vegan cam- 
paigners are the same as those of the meat industry. Feminists 
are against political alliances with people who are working 
against women’s political interests. These interests, and why 
they are antithetical to radical right politics, are explained in 


the next section. 


“It is common to see people argue one 
moment that associations are insignif- 
icant and irrelevant, and the next that 
particular associations are critically nec- 
essary for the purpose of putting out the 
fire.” 


Of these three positions, only one—liberal individualism— is 
actually an argument that alliances and associations are not 
significant in political organizing. Liberal individualism as- 
serts that political actors are totally unconnected individuals, 
rather than members of a collective movement with collective 
responsibilities. I don’t deal with this in detail here, but you 
can read about the ways in which such an understanding of 
human society is antithetical to feminist politics in Jane Clare 


Jones’s piece on page 54. 


(It is worth noting that, in reality, people defending radi- 
cal-right associations often flip between the ‘house-on-fire’ 
and liberal-individualist positions. It is common to see people 


argue one moment that associations are insignificant and ir- 


relevant, and the next that particular associations are critically 
necessary for the purpose of putting out the fire. Helen Joyce, 
for example, relied on both of these arguments in her debate 
with Julie Bindel. These are contradictory positions, and argu- 
ing that associations don’t matter and that they are politically 
necessary is incoherent. Nevertheless, J think it’s important, 
when challenging a position, to present its clearest version. 
I therefore engage with ‘house-on-fire’ as a serious political 
strategy that is being used to defend certain tactics, and park 
for the time being the way in which it is often presented within 


disingenuous contradictory rhetoric.) 


In contrast to liberal individualism, ‘house-on-fire’ propo- 
nents and feminists both understand that political allianc- 
es have an impact on the strength and direction of political 
movements. The disagreement between these two positions is 
not about the significance or otherwise of political alliances, 
but about whom those alliances should be made with and for 
what reason. Basically, both feminists and house-on-fire peo- 
ple have our eyes on a political goal and make decisions about 
who to work with according to that goal. The disagreement 
about who to work with thus suggests that there is a difference 
in the content of our political goals and what we think will help 
to reach them. J want to consider the overall goals of ‘house- 
on-fire’ proponents and those of feminism, and think about 
how we might explain the difference of opinion regarding po- 


litical alliances. 


The distinction of the ‘house-on-fire’ position from feminist 
politics has been identified by Kellie-Jay Keen, who is eager to 
disassociate herself and her organization Standing for Women 
from feminism. She has coined a new term for the politics she 
promotes: the politics of femalism. We start by looking in more 
detail at the political goals of feminism and the political goals 
of femalism (as I understand them from studying Keen’s vid- 
eos). We then go on to consider how the differences between 
these positions help to explain differences regarding political 


strategy and associations. 


FEMINIST GOAL: DEFENCE OF WOMEN’S POLITICAL 
INTERESTS 


Feminists aim to further women’s sex-class interests. These 
are the political interests of female people in our struggle 
against the material exploitation and psychic domination ex- 
erted on us by male power. They include, for example, freedom 
from rape and fear of rape, freedom from exploitation of our 
reproductive bodies and labour, and participation in a society 
in which women are understood as full human subjects, rather 


than as the ‘other’ of the default male. Crucially, these relate 


to matters that make material difference to women’s lives in 
ways that enable us to flourish as human beings. Patriarchy is 
a system of material exploitation and psychic domination that 
prevents this flourishing, which is why feminism is a critique 


of and movement against patriarchy. 


“Feminism is necessarily anti-racist and 
critical of capitalism. “ 


Women’s sex-class interests should not be confused with the 
disparate and often contradictory political opinions of indi- 
vidual women. Individual women can have patriarchy-sup- 
porting beliefs and take patriarchy-supporting action. For ex- 
ample, erosion of abortion rights is against women’s sex-class 
interests and remains so even if some of the people who want 
to prevent women from accessing abortions are themselves 
female. Feminists, as Andrea Dworkin famously argued, fight 
for liberation for all women, even women we don’t like.’ This 
means we fight for liberation of all women from sex-based op- 
pression, even those that are working against us in that strug- 
gle. Dworkin’s argument rests on the position that, in order to 
fight for all women, we have to fight patriarchy. This means 
that, although all women will benefit from feminism’s victo- 
ries, allowing anti-feminist women to influence the direction 
of the feminist movement will mean that we are no longer 
involved in a struggle against patriarchy (and thus no longer 
fighting for all women). Fighting for all women necessarily 
involves not organizing with those who are actively working 
against women’s interests, even if those people are themselves 
female. Feminism is a particular political analysis, and action 
that supports and upholds patriarchy is not consistent with 
that analysis. Feminism is necessarily anti-patriarchy, and 
patriarchy-supporting positions cannot be part of feminist 


struggle. 


Sex is not the only axis on which women are oppressed. There 
are two further axes of material oppression through which one 
class of people is exploited and dominated by another class of 
people. These are race and socio-economic class."* Black and 
brown women are oppressed along the axes of race and sex, 
and women who sell their labour for wages in order to survive 
are oppressed along the axes of class and sex. Many women are 
oppressed on all three. So, in order to resist oppression of all 
women, feminism needs to organize in ways that is conscious 
of all three axes and does not work against liberation on any of 
them. This is why feminism is necessarily anti-racist and crit- 


ical of capitalism. 


Feminism is a movement to further women’s sex-class political 
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interests. Its overall goal is an end to patriarchy. Its short-term 
goals are material improvements for women as a class. Exam- 
ples of such material improvements for women in patriarchal 
societies include abortion rights, social and financial support 
for mothers, effective criminalization of rape, criminalization 
of sex-buying, single-sex spaces for women who need them, 
and the right to be lesbian. These are all material goals that re- 
duce the extent to which exploitation and domination system- 
atically prevent women from flourishing. They are therefore in 


the political interests of women as a sex-class. 


FEMALIST GOAL: DEFENCE OF ‘WOMANHOOD’ 


The term ‘femalism’ was coined by Keen, who claims it is a 
term that can include all women. She states that all women are 
welcome within femalism, irrespective of their political view 
on any matter. In practice, there does appear to be one political 
view that femalists must have: the view that the word ‘woman’ 
should be reserved for female people only. This focus on fe- 
male-ness is the basis for the term ‘femalism. Beyond this fo- 
cus, however, femalism has no particular stance on any issue, 
and all women can be ‘femalists’ irrespective of any of their 


other views. 


We focus on women in general, all women of all colours and all re- 
ligions and we focus on the fact that they are female and as such we 
have a shared experience then that is going to be something that we 
can all work together and it doesn’t matter if the woman standing 
beside you doesn’t agree with you on anything or on everything or 


just on some things. Those things don’t matter.” 


Femalism appears to be something that any woman can be in- 
volved in, so long as she agrees with the basic fact that women 
are female. When clarifying the difference between feminism 
and femalism, Keen says “I want to take language and use 
language that men cannot have” and “I just don’t want those 
noisy™ arguments to interfere.” The focus of femalism is on the 
words ‘woman, ‘girl’ and ‘female’ and who can rightfully make 
claim to them. Although Standing for Women also claims to be 
defending women’s rights (a claim inconsistent with the ethos 
of having no positions on anything), it is not clear what rights 
in particular it defends. For example, in her video ‘What the 
#Femalism,’? Keen explicitly states that femalism includes 
pro-choice or ‘pro-life’ positions.”° As access to safe and legal 
abortion is a women’s rights issue, inclusion of anti-abortion- 
ist perspectives appears inconsistent with a claim to be de- 


fending women’s rights. 


Femalism is something that any woman can join in with re- 


gardless of what material change she wants to see in the world. 


This is very different from feminism, which, as we have seen, 
seeks to change the world in ways that make women’s lives ma- 
terially better. Femalism has no position on making the lives of women 
and girls materially better. This is not its aim. Attempts to make 
the lives of women and girls materially worse (e.g. by remov- 
ing abortion rights) are just as welcome within femalism as at- 


tempts to improve the lives of women and girls. 


“We have consistently stated that ‘wom- 
an’ is not a gender identity, and thus that 
identifying as a woman is irrelevant to 
being one.” 


As femalism does not involve a commitment to material im- 
provements for women and girls, there is a puzzle to solve as 
to what femalism is. Feminism, as we have seen, is a political 
movement. But a political movement needs to have shared po- 
litical goals. Without these it has no direction, and thus can- 
not move. When we march with our sisters under a feminist 
banner, we are committed to fighting for material change in 
the world, and to doing that together. Without shared politi- 
cal goals, standing under a banner together does not involve 
a commitment to collective action on any issue. It is simply a 
banner that a group of people identify with. In other words, it 


is a shared identity. For femalism, that identity is ‘woman. 


Being ‘femalist’ is a position on who can and cannot rightfully 
claim the identity ‘woman. While, from afar, this might look 
similar to the ‘gender-critical’ feminist position, it is actually 
profoundly different. Feminists have argued that being a wom- 
an is a material reality, and that being able to name that mate- 
rial reality is necessary for defending women’s political inter- 
ests. We have consistently stated that ‘woman’ is not a gender 
identity, and thus that identifying as a woman is irrelevant to 
being one. Women are oppressed on the axis of sex and men 
are oppressors on the axis of sex. How anybody from either 
group identifies does not alter this relationship. This is the ba- 
sis on which we have argued that sex, not gender identity, is 
the significant factor when working to end male domination 
of women. In contrast, femalism embraces woman-as-identi- 
ty. Observers may note, for example, that over the last year or 
so Standing for Women’s merchandise has moved away from a 
focus on the definition of woman as ‘adult human female’ and 


toward a simple assertion of the label ‘woman’ 


Femalism’s concern is with the language that people use to 
describe themselves, over and above the materiality of their 
lives. For femalists, having men use the term ‘woman’ to de- 


scribe themselves is in and of itself an existential threat. This 


is not the feminist critique, because feminism is clear that the 
word ‘woman’ does not affect whether someone is a woman. 
Having men use the term ‘woman’ to describe themselves is 
inaccurate, and we may find it offensive, but it does not make 
them women, and it does not change the materiality of sex. 
Women’s sex-based interests are therefore protected so long as 
sex is recognized in law and policy as a material reality that is 
not altered by claims of gender identity. Feminists have there- 
fore focused on gender-identity ideology and its effects on law, 
public policy, and sex-based spaces. Femalism, in contrast, 
considers trans identification in itself to be the threat. This 
shifts the focus from gender-identity ideology, and its political 


effects, to trans-identified people in themselves. 


ro) Kellie-Jay Keen @ @ThePosieParker - Dec 29, 2022 


Replying to @lascapigliata8 
No one talking about this issue who uses “male people” instead of “men” 
is putting anything perfectly! 


For feminists, the terms ‘male people’ and ‘men’ mean the 
same thing as one another (when talking about adults). We 
are concerned with ensuring that rights, spaces, and policies 
intended to protect women and girls (aka female people) are 
reserved for those people, and that they are not removed from 
us for the benefit of men and boys (aka male people). Femal- 
ists, in contrast, are primarily concerned with the terminology 
used to refer to these groups of people. If our aim is defend- 
ing the political interests of women as a sex class, the terms 
‘female people’ and ‘woman’ are interchangeable, and when 
arguing with people who think ‘woman’ is a gender identity, 
‘female people’ prevents them from twisting our claims. By 
asserting that they should not be used interchangeably, Keen 
seems to be suggesting that ‘man’ and ‘woman’ are meaning- 
ful identities in a way not captured by the terms ‘male/female 
people." The feminist priority is to defend women’s sex-based 
interests. Language is a tool we use to do that. We choose what 
terms to use according to what will make our point most clear- 
ly to the audience we are addressing. This is why we sometimes 
say ‘male people. It enables absolute clarity when addressing 
confused and captured policy makers and organizations. In 
contrast, femalism focuses on defending the terms ‘woman’ 
and ‘womanhood’ from trans-identifying males. Within this 
frame, ‘womanhood’ comes to be seen as a territory under at- 
tack from an invading enemy who are trying to ‘steal’ it from 
its rightful owners, and language becomes the battleground 
in and of itself, rather than the tool we use to defend women’s 


material interests. 


Replying to @Standingforxx 


Only women are women. 
Nobody is going to steal our identity and get away with it. 


Addressing the Standing for Women rally in Philadelphia, 


Keen stated: “these men are colonizing womanhood.” This 
treats men claiming the identity ‘woman’ as an invading force 
that must be resisted in order to retain the purity of the ‘wom- 
an’ identity and reserve it for female people. While Keen is 
concerned with, for example, the protection of women’s spac- 
es, her focus on language assumes a direct causal relationship 
between men identifying as women and men being in wom- 
en’s spaces. This is a conflation of sex with gender identity, in 
which it is assumed that if men call themselves women, this 
will mean that they have access to women-only spaces. This 
is the same logic used by gender-identity activists when they 
argue that if men call themselves women, they should have ac- 
cess to women-only spaces. In both cases, it is assumed that 
women-only spaces are spaces for people who have a ‘woman’ 
identity. The only difference is that femalism asserts that only 
female people can claim this identity, while gender-identity 
ideology claims that anyone can. Both positions miss the point, 
which is that the reason men should not have access to women’s spaces is 


because they are male. This fact is not changed by identity or language, 


because identity and language do not change people’s sex. 


i) 


KellieJJIay Keen 


@ThePosieParker 


Men who have changed their name to a women’s name 
are no friend to women. 


Femalism is an identitarian position with a concern on delin- 
eating who can and cannot rightfully make claim to the iden- 
tity ‘woman.’ This particular focus on identity often involves 
policing certain behaviours, styles, and language as being 
rightfully assigned on the basis of sex. For example, men using 
names usually coded for women, or wearing clothes marketed 
at women, is treated as a threat to women in and of itself. It 
has been given a term—'womanface'’ (a racist appropriation of 
the term ‘blackface’). Claiming that men wearing makeup is the 
same as men wearing a woman's face is to claim that women’s fac- 
es are made of makeup. In other words, it is a claim that wearing 
makeup is part of what it means to be a woman. This is to con- 
flate sex with gender, and to insist that the gender norms asso- 
ciated with the identity ‘woman’ are rightfully and exclusively 
the domain of the female sex. This is gender conservatism, not 
gender criticism. 

Replying to @ThePosieParker 


ANY man that partakes in womanface, in body, name or activity is actively 
an enemy of women! 


Replying to @ThePosieParker 
It’s another way to colonise what belongs to women. | won’t use their 
“new name” but will refer to them by their surname instead. 


Instead of sharing a vision about what would improve the world for 
women and girls, what proponents of femalism share is a joint commit- 


ment to the identity ‘woman’ and a conviction that that identity should 
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be reserved only for female people. It thus makes sense that proponents of 
femalism should find common cause with anyone who agrees with this, 


regardless of their position on the material lives of women and girls. 


The particular alliances that have been cause for dispute be- 
tween feminists and femalists have been those involving ul- 
tra-conservative groups and actors. I want to now consider 
what it is that leads femalists to join forces with these people 
in particular. The debates around these alliances have been 
couched in language of ‘left’ and ‘right, so first we'll briefly 
consider what we mean by these, and in what way they relate 


to feminism and femalism. 


WHAT IS ‘LEFT’? 


Feminism is a form of materialist class politics, aimed at 
changing political, social, and economic structures so that they 
are no longer based on the appropriation and exploitation of 
women. The proper use of the term ‘left-wing’ denotes a com- 
mitment to materialist class politics. For those of us commit- 
ted to sex-class analysis, this is what we mean when we say we 
are necessarily left-wing. However, in recent years, a different 
type of politics has infiltrated previously left-wing discourses 
and institutions. Instead of focussing on the material interests 
of classes of people, this discourse has, like femalism, come 
to focus on identities. The concern is with who can and can- 
not identify in particular ways, and what particular identities 
mean in terms of an individual’s position in the world. Gen- 
der-identity ideology, for example, is concerned with fighting 
for each individual’s right to identify as a woman or a man if 
they choose to do so, rather than with the material circum- 
stances of people’s lives. Gender-identity ideology, and other 
forms of left-associated identitarianism, are thus not actually 
left-wing politics at all, in the sense that they are not based in 
material class analysis. Speaking at FiLiA 2022 on the Wom- 
an’s Place UK panel, Pragna Patel said “as feminists ... we have 
to be the custodians of left politics.”** This is because feminism, 
as a material class analysis, is truly a left-wing critique of soci- 


ety in a way that gender-identity ideology is not. 


Femalism, in contrast, is a form of identitarianism, aiming to 
demarcate an ‘in-group’ (female people) from an ‘out-group’ 
(males who identify as trans), with the in-group defending it- 
self against infiltration by the out-group. Imagining ‘woman’ 
as a pure territory that is at risk of being damaged through 
contamination, femalism aims to build a fortress around the 
identity ‘woman’ so that no man can get in and harm the ter- 
ritory. Inside the fortress is womanhood in its pure and true 
form, and the way to protect this is to exile those who would 


enter and pollute the identity. This is the same structure taken 


by ultra-right-wing identitarian ideologies, including white 
nationalism and religious fundamentalism. Proponents of 
both of these have been involved or associated with women’s 
activism in recent years.” Let’s look at what these ideologies 


are and in particular what they mean for women. 


WHITE NATIONALISM AND THE RAPE OF THE NATION 


White nationalism is based on imagining the nation as a sov- 
ereign territory that, in order to be safe and secure, must be 
securely bounded at its borders. Whatever is outside the nation 
is imagined as a threat to the welfare of what is inside. This 
requires imagining the ‘inside’ as having some unique quality 
or character that makes it meaningfully different from what is 
outside, and thus that the protection of this quality or charac- 
ter is dependent on its purity from contamination by what is 
outside. A healthy nation is imagined as an impenetrable for- 
tress. This imagining of national security as impenetrability 
is often expressed using metaphors of rape. On 22 July 2011, 
Anders Behring Breivik killed 77 people in Norway. Before do- 
ing so, he published online a 1,518-page document entitled ‘A 
European Declaration of Independence.’ Writing in the Guard- 
ian that year, and in her thesis in 2016, Jones highlighted that 
Breivik’s ideology was based on equating the wellbeing of Eu- 
rope with sovereign boundedness. He saw Islam as an invading 
threat, and was particularly concerned with rape of Christian/ 
European women by Muslim men. Analysing Breivik’s man- 
ifesto, Jones explains: “There are well over 150 references to 
rape scattered throughout the text—every one of which per- 
tains to rape committed by Muslim men, mostly against Chris- 


tian or Western women.”*4 


For Breivik, rape was not a concern because of its devastating 
impact on the personhood of women. It was a concern because 
he understood it as an attack by a foreign contaminant on the 
sovereign territory of European men. His concern with rape 
was not that it was rape, but that Muslim men were penetrat- 
ing the bodies of Christian/European women, and that this 
represented a penetration of the sovereignty of Christian/Eu- 


ropean men. 


An identical manoeuvre has been made by British white na- 
tionalists with respect to child sexual abuse perpetrated by 
gangs of men of Pakistani heritage in the north of England. 
Feminist journalist and campaigner Julie Bindel, plus other 
women, worked for many years to expose the abuse.** Tom- 
my Robinson, founder of the English Defence League, nearly 
caused a mistrial of the perpetrators when he involved himself, 
focussing on the fact that the perpetrators were Muslims of 


Pakistani heritage, rather than the fact they were male pimps 


and child abusers.” Robinson was not motivated by a concern 
with the trauma inflicted on girls and young women, but with 
the ‘invasion’ of Britain’s sovereign security via the ‘invasion’ 
of ‘its’ women by brown men. For Robinson, girls and wom- 
en are territory, not people, and his concern is with defending 


that territory so the British men can keep it for themselves. 


RELIGIOUS FUNDAMENTALISM AND VIRGIN PURITY 


Fundamentalist religion is based on imagining the world, and 
people, in terms of pure goodness and the threat of contam- 
inating sin. Unlike class politics, which understands oppres- 
sion in terms of the structural dominance of one class of peo- 
ple over another, religion individualizes societal problems by 
blaming them on the ‘badness’ of individuals. Sexual violence, 
for example, is understood not in terms of male dominance 
but in terms of the existence of exceptionally monstrous indi- 
viduals who do bad things. An obvious example of this is child 
abuse within the Catholic Church. When forced to confront 
particular instances, the Church has treated them as cases of 
individual evil men, rather than a systematic culture of domi- 


nance and abuse of power. 


Thinking humans in terms of good or evil is based on the same 
type of purity politics as white nationalism. The logic goes that 
pure good exists and can be contaminated by evil. It is there- 
fore necessary to protect good from evil by building and main- 
taining impregnable boundaries. Within this framing, women 
are either pure and untarnished, or polluted irrecoverably. 
When penetrated, women’s inherent purity is destroyed. Men 
are thus either our protectors or our invaders. This creates two 
categories of men: normal, nice, family men on one hand, and 
perverts, paedophiles, and rapists on the other. The latter are 
imagined as ‘other, and the former are charged with protect- 
ing women and children from their monstrous evil. (The fact 
that most sexual violence is perpetrated by fathers, husbands, 


and intimate partners is an inconvenient truth to be ignored.) 


The protectors protect us not for our own wellbeing, but be- 
cause contamination of women is contamination of men 
themselves (through disease) and of male offspring (through 
pregnancy). This means that contamination of women is a 
threat to men’s sovereign purity.” This is the logic behind the 
separation of women into virgins and whores, and the mor- 
al impetus of women to maintain purity through protecting 
themselves from invasion by the ‘wrong’ men. The hijab is a 
physical example of thinking women as territory in this way. 
The purpose of the hijab is to demarcate ‘good’ women from 
‘bad’ women and to protect ‘good’ women from contamination 


by ‘bad’ men. 


Religious fundamentalism is a form of ideology based on pro- 
tecting pure good from the external threat of evil. It individu- 
alizes systemic and structural oppression and places the onus 
for sexual violence on women to protect ourselves from inva- 
sion by badness. It also valorizes most men, who are imagined 
as protectors of women and children, and in so doing erases 
the large majority of male violence toward women and chil- 
dren that is perpetrated by family members. Imagining sexual 
violence as something committed by perverted ‘others’ is an 
erasure of the reality that patriarchal culture is rape culture, 
and both rape and childhood sexual abuse are expressions of 
structural male dominance (which is why they are so preva- 
lent). 


CHRISTIAN NATIONALISM: BRINGING WHITE NATION- 
ALISM AND RELIGIOUS FUNDAMENTALISM TOGETHER 


In recent years, fundamentalist Christianity has become a 
dominant force in the US Republican Party. A movement 
known as ‘Christian Nationalism’ has gained momentum. This 
movement combines white nationalism with religious funda- 
mentalism into an imagining of the USA as having a God-giv- 
en superiority over the rest of the world that must be protected 
through borders. The superiority involves a particular set of 
fundamentalist Christian cultural practices and beliefs that 
include imagining both women and children as pure, perfect 
territory. Woman-territory is to be defended through preven- 
tion of, for example, sex outside of marriage and interracial 
relationships,”* and children-territory is to be protected from 
those who would infringe children’s purity by educating them 
about, for example, abortion, contraception, and lesbian and 
gay relationships.”” Prominent Christian Nationalist activists 
and organizations have argued for sex-based definitions of 
‘woman’ and ‘man, and are an important instance of a political 
movement that feminists will not make common cause with 


but ‘house-on-fire’ proponents and femalists will. 
WHY FEMINISTS ARE NOT NAZIS: A REMINDER 


The notion of protecting purity from external contagion is core 
to the structure of identitarian ideologies including white na- 
tionalism and religious fundamentalism. These types of pol- 
itics make assertions about who is ‘inside’ a given group and 
who is ‘outside’ it, and treat people differently from one anoth- 
er on that basis. Where material class politics (e.g. feminism) 
sets itself up in opposition to a system (e.g. patriarchy), identi- 
tarianism sets itself up in opposition to an actual group of human 


beings.>° 


Feminists who have resisted gender-identity ideology have 


been persistently accused by TRAs of ‘gatekeeping woman- 
hood, for example by framing our position as analogous to be- 
lieving that black women are not women.” Apart from being 
(obviously) deeply racist, this mischaracterizes the feminist 
position as being to do with a concern about protecting some 
imagined version of ‘womanhood’ as an identity, and excluding 
people who are not deemed ‘womanly’ enough from the cat- 
egory ‘woman. This, of course, was never the feminist argu- 
ment. Our argument was that women are female people, and 
that defining us as anything else is based on patriarchal pro- 
jection of ‘womanhood. There is no magic woman essence or 
specific way of being, and thus ‘womanhood’ or being ‘wom- 
anly’ are gender concepts that do not relate to the existence of 
actual female human beings. As Jones put it in her essay ‘Un- 
reasonable Ideas’: “whatever this fight is about, it’s not about 
access to the font of ‘womanhood’, whatever that might be, and 
especially not if ‘womanhood’ means ‘white patriarchal femi- 


ninity.”* 


Feminism does not defend ‘womanhood.’ Feminism defends 
women. Defending ‘womanhood’ as an identity is exactly what 
TRAs accused us of doing, and exactly what we were not do- 
ing. For example, for a long time, in our defence of single-sex 
spaces, feminists have maintained that there is no reason to 
believe that identifying as a woman makes a man any less like- 
ly to engage in male-pattern violence. Women are systemati- 
cally oppressed by men through violence and fear of violence, 
and have won/built some minor mitigations against this, such 
as female-only spaces. This is why it is important to maintain 
those spaces as female-only, and why male people should not 
be in them, irrespective of gender identity. The point of this 
analysis is that males who identify as women are a threat to 
women because they are men. However, femalism is not about as- 
serting women’s right to set boundaries as an oppressed class. 
It is about building and maintenance of fortresses to keep out 
dangerous trans-identifying males. There is thus an increasing 
shift toward seeing men who wear clothes marketed at women 


as a particular threat on the basis of their gender non-conform- 


ity. 


There are, as we know, men who are sexually aroused by the 
idea of themselves as women. (There are also men who wear 
clothes marketed at women because they like flowing fabrics 
and bright colours.) Men specifically performing an eroticized 
projection of womanhood is dehumanizing and objectifying 
and not good for women. Similarly, men watching porn, pay- 
ing for sex, wolf-whistling, groping, raping, and engaging in 
other dehumanizing and objectifying practices is not good 
for women. These are all part of the same phenomenon: male 


dominance. By targeting men in dresses as though they are 


the threat to women, femalism is in danger of eclipsing male 
dominance in favour of demonizing and othering particular 
individuals and of policing gender conformity. Femalism is 
engaged in a politics of othering, which is not about liberating 


women but about demonizing trans-identifying people. 


The problem with the femalist perspective is demonstrat- 
ed perfectly in Keen’s suggestion that men with guns should 
guard women’s toilets from infiltration.7 Apparently indif- 
ferent to the fact that, in such a scenario, the men most likely 
to be a threat to women would be the guards themselves, this 


position is basically: 


+ Women area pure territory that need to be defended from 
invasion. 

+ There are ‘good’ protective men and ‘bad’ invading ‘other’ 
men. 

+ Only the ‘other’ men matter when it comes to invasion of 
women. Anything the ‘good’ men do does not count (i.e. 
having the good men hanging around the women’s toilets 
is no problem). 

+ The problem is therefore the existence of the ‘other’ men, 


and if they can be kept out or destroyed, all will be well. 


Just like white nationalism and religious fundamentalism, this 
framing understands women as virgin territory to be protect- 
ed/invaded. Whether by forcing themselves inside (e.g. enter- 
ing women’s toilets against our will) or policing the fortress to 
maintain the purity of ‘their women’ (e.g. guarding women’s 
spaces), women are understood as sovereign territory, not as 


human beings. 


Femalism’s aim is to defend the sovereign territory of ‘wom- 
anhood’ by erecting impenetrable boundaries against those 
who would invade it. Male guards in women’s toilets is an il- 
lustrative example of dealing with a matter of class politics as 
though it is a matter of protecting an inner sanctum of purity 
against an invading threat. ‘Woman’ must be protected, and 
those well placed to protect it are the strong men whowill fight 


the invading forces in order to keep ‘woman’ pure. 


FEMALISM AS RIGHT-WING IDENTITARIANISM 


It is entirely logical that femalism should find common cause 
with white nationalists and religious fundamentalists, because 
femalism isn’t just not-feminism—it is anti-feminism. In as- 
serting women’s material sex-class interests, feminism is and 
always will be in opposition to all forms of radical right iden- 
titarianism, which are designed to embed and uphold struc- 


tures of domination through a politics of purity. Standing 


for Women’s comfort with Tucker Carlson, Hearts of Oak, 
Proud Boys, Matt Walsh, Sophie Corcoran, Tommy Robinson, 
and Andy Ngo is not a matter of being willing to nose-hold in 
the interest of pragmatic political gain. (If this were the pri- 
ority, the UK ‘gender-critical’ movement would, right now, be 
firmly focused on making inroads into the Labour Party, as 
they are very likely to be the next government.) On the contra- 
ry, Standing for Women finds a comfortable home with radical 
right actors because its core assumptions are the same. A po- 
litical project based on enforcing a pure, untarnished image of 
‘woman’ is a project that positions women as a territory to be 
protected, like white nationalism, and as pure and untainted, 
like religious fundamentalism. For this reason, making com- 
mon cause with white nationalists and Christian fundamen- 
talists is consistent with femalism in a way it is not consistent 


with feminism. 


WE ARE NOT THE SAME MOVEMENT 


Femalism, like all radical right ideologies, sets out to dominate 
and eradicate the invading ‘other.’ It sets itself in opposition to 
gender non-conforming people, treating the simple existence 
of such people as an existential threat that must be stamped 
out. Femalism’s proponents are increasingly focused on, for 
example, sharing images of trans-identified males and claim- 
ing that they are perverts and a danger to women and children 
simply because they are wearing clothes marketed at women. 

Feminism sets out to end domination all together. We need 
to be able to name sex as an axis of oppression in order to re- 
sist sex-based domination. When gains are made to further 
women’s political interests (e.g. single-sex spaces, all-women 
shortlists, maternity rights), we need to be clear about who 
those gains are intended to benefit, because otherwise they 
will lose their meaning and impact. Feminists are opposed to 
gender-identity ideology because it erases women as a politi- 
cal category, and that matters for feminist political work. We 
see objectification of women as harmful, and that includes 
men performing eroticized projections of ‘womanhood. How- 
ever, we do not believe that pronouns, clothing, or names al- 
ter whether someone should be considered a man or woman 
in law and policy, and thus we do not believe that these are in 
and of themselves threats to women. It is possible for a man 
to wear a dress without objectifying women, and without de- 
manding access to women’s spaces. This is because women and 
dresses are not the same thing. It is also possible (and extreme- 
ly common) for men to objectify women and attack our bound- 
aries without wearing dresses or calling themselves ‘she.’ Male 
dominance is our target, not gender non-conformity. We do 
not attack groups of people, including people who identify as 


trans. We are concerned with women’s actual material lives, 
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which is why we focus our work on lobbying for single-sex 
spaces and female-centred services and on ensuring sex is not 
replaced by gender identity in law and policy. We also work on 
a wide range of other issues affecting women’s lives that are 


not directly related to gender-identity ideology. 


The goals of femalism and feminism are thus fundamentally 
different. This is why we do not agree about who to work with. 


Our eyes are not on the same prize. 


Rose Rickford is a radical materialist feminist and a lesbian. She 
spent her early 20s in the ‘queer’ scene and will be forever grateful to the 
woman who pointed out to her that gender is a hierarchy, not a pick- 


and-mix. Twitter @roserickford. 


This piece has been edited from the printed issue to clarify the argument. 


"E.g. Helen Joyce has recently joined Fairer Disputations (fairerdispu- 
tations.org) as a featured author, alongside anti-abortion writers An- 
gela Franks and Abigail Favale. 


?E.g. On 7 January 2023, Holly Lawford-Smith (@aytchellesse) de- 
scribed Calvin Robinson as “really thoughtful and principled” in a 
tweet promoting an interview in which he asserted that sex outside of 


heterosexual marriage is sinful. 


3E.g. Angela Franks of Fairer Disputations argues that lesbian fami- 
lies are inferior to heterosexual ones. Angela Franks, ‘An excuse for 
bigotry? Religious freedom and sexual morality, usccb.org/com- 
mittees/religious-liberty/first-freedom-blog/Franks-religious-free- 


dom-and-sexual-morality. 


4E.g. January 6 rioter Chris Barcenas addressed a Standing for Women 
rally in Miami and was thanked personally by Keen: jeanwilda3985, 
‘Proud Boy Chris Barcenas speaks at Posie Parker rally in Miami, You- 
Tube, 6 November 2022, youtube.com/watch? v=n47C342BC6s. 


5E.g. Keen says she has a lot in common with Carl Benjamin. Benjamin 
has expressed that feminism is to blame for male violence. She ap- 
peared on his podcast in 2020: KellieJayKeen, ‘Akkad Daily—Kellie-Jay 
interviewed by Carl Benjamin, YouTube, 6 January 2023, youtube.com/ 
watch? v=rMAJivZtmeE. 


SE.g. Joyce has argued that, although a line should be drawn regard- 
ing working with the ultra-right, Sophie Corcoran is not on the wrong 
side of it. Helen Joyce, ‘Joyce Activated Issue 21; 22 September 2022, 


thehelenjoyce.com/joyce-activated-issue-21. Corcoran believes that 


efforts to redress institutional racism constitute anti-white racism. 
See Talk TV, ‘Sophie Corcoran fumes at Durham University’s “an- 
ti-white racism,” YouTube, 13 April 2022, youtube.com/watch?v=- 


jy8yovWa4yrQ. 


7This is an understatement. We have actually been targeted with 


personal insults, harassment, and smear campaigns. We have been 
treated as an enemy by some. For example, in her address to a Stand- 
ing for Women rally in London in September 2022, Keen claimed that 
“these women” (those who have distanced themselves from or raised 
concerns about elements of Keen’s activism) are “monsters” and 
“more dangerous than any TRA [trans-rights activist].” See KellieJay- 
Keen, ‘Speakers’ Corner—25 September 2022, YouTube, youtube.com/ 
watch? v=j-jMhjabog4. Many of us have experienced this type of rhet- 


oric in our encounters with the gender-identity movement. Identitar- 
ian ‘us vs. them’ politics leads to othering and violent rhetoric directed 
at people deemed to be ‘them. That these same tactics are being used 
against us by Keen and others are indicative of the type of politics they 
are being used to defend. But that is not the focus of the discussion 
here. 


‘Jean Hatchet, ‘Men of the far-right and the women’s movement, The 
Critic, 28 September 2022. thecritic.co.uk/men-of-the-far-right-and- 


the-womens-movement. 


*Jeni Harvey, ‘Feminism and the far right: Let women speak, Substack, 
September 2022, jeniharveymindthegap.substack.com/p/feminism- 
and-the-far-right. 


*KellieJayKeen, ‘Reboot of ENTIRE rant “Right Women are Wom- 


” 


en,” YouTube, 23 September 2022, youtube.com/watch?v=RZWuz2i- 


ODryU&list=TLPQMDcxMTIwMjldvnLUwF-KPw. 


"KellieJayKeen, ‘Reboot.’ Worth noting that this statement was made 
in defence of UK far-right group Hearts of Oak’s presence at a UK 
event organized by Keen. In the UK, breast removal for children as 
treatment for gender dysphoria is already illegal, so children are al- 
ready not having their breasts removed in this national context. 


"UnHerd, ‘Helen Joyce & Julie Bindel: Should TERFs unite with the 
right?’ YouTube, 8 December 2022, youtube.com/watch?v=Ctc- 
m4cS6NVA. 


*Kathleen Stock, ‘On guilt-by-association,; Substack, 4 July 2022, 
kathleenstock.substack.com/p/on-guilt-by-association. 


“The description I give here is based on feminism as a women’s liber- 
ation movement. Lots of people claim the identity ‘feminist, including 
pro-gender-identity and pro-prostitution activists (e.g. many gen- 
der-studies academics), plus anti-lesbian and anti-abortion activists 
(e.g. members of Fairer Disputations). As we have established, howev- 
er, identifying as something does not in fact make you that thing, and 


identifying as a feminist is no exception. 


Andrea Dworkin, ‘Woman-Hating Right and Left’ in The Sexual Liber- 
als and the Attack on Feminism, ed. by Dorchen Leidholdt and Janice Ray- 
mond (London, Teachers College Press, 1992), p. 30. 


Rebecca Durand, ‘Reflections on female class politics’ 18 Janu- 


ary 
male-class-politics. 


2022,  filia.org.uk/latest-news/2022/01/18/reflections-on-fe- 


KellieJayKeen, ‘What the #Femalism?’ 7 January 2021, youtube.com/ 
watch ?v=A7TvttTx2io&list=TLPQMDcxMTIwMjldvnLUwF-KPw&index=3. 


II 


Read ‘feminist 


*KellieJayKeen, ‘What the #Femalism?’ 


*°Keen uses the term ‘pro-life’ to mean forcing women to birth against 
their will. 


“Reader, you may recall that identities associated with sex are com- 
monly called gender identities. 


*FiLiACharity, ‘FiLiA2022 Recording: A Woman’s Place is at FiLiA, 
YouTube, 9 November 2022, youtu.be/kjjpocT VQIc?t=3100. 


3s we have seen, white nationalists (Hearts of Oak and Proud Boys) 
have supported Standing for Women events through attendance. 
Christian fundamentalists are part of political alliances with US or- 
ganization Women’s Liberation Front (WoLF). See Katherine M. Acos- 
ta, ‘Frenemies won't free us, Substack, 24 October 2022, katherin- 
emacosta.substack.com/p/frenemies-wont-free-us. 


*4Jane Clare Jones, ‘Sovereign Invulnerability: Sexual Politics and the 
Ontology of Rape’ (Stony Brook University, 2016), p. 273. 


*SJulie Bindel, ‘Racists did NOT expose the “grooming gang” scandals. 
They capitalised on cultural relativism, Substack, 28 December 2022, 
juliebindel.substack.com/p/racists-did-not-expose-the-grooming ? 


?6T izzie Dearden, ‘Tommy Robinson could have caused Huddersfield 
grooming trials to collapse and child rapists go free, The Independent, 20 
October 2018, independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/tommy-robinson- 


prison-jail-grooming-gangs-huddersfield-leeds-contempt-court- 


facebook-video-a8592871.html. 


"Jones, ‘Sovereign Invulnerability’ 


?8Samuel L. Perry and Andrew L. Whitehead. ‘Christian Nationalism 
and White Racial Boundaries: Examining Whites’ Opposition to Inter- 
racial Marriage, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 38.10 (2015), 1671-89. 


*°Michael Bronski, ‘Grooming and the Christian politics of inno- 
cence, Boston Review, 3 May 2022, bostonreview.net/articles/groom- 


ing-and-the-christian-politics-of-innocence. 


3°Because identitarianism sets itself up against a group of people, 
what begins as feminist politics defending women against patriarchy 
can fall into identitarianism if it begins to target men per se as an ‘ene- 
my, rather than systems and practices of male dominance. 


See Jane Clare Jones, ‘Why Feminists Are Not Nazis’ in Jane Clare 
Jones, The Annals of the TERF Wars and Other Writing (Radical Notion 
Books, 2022), p. 133. 


3*Jane Clare Jones, ‘Unreasonable Ideas: A Reply to Alison Phipps’ in 
The Annals, p. 213. 


33Tufty, ‘Posie Parker toilet protection idea; YouTube, 30 December 
2021, youtube.com/watch?v=SuAuQrXmbIM. 


Gage Skidmore—Donald Trump CC BY-SA 2.0 Gage Skidmore— Finish the Wall Sign CC BY-SA 2.0 


BLOB’S CORNER 


Sex, Death, and Identitarianism 


ex, death, and life, the magnificent 

trifecta of immanence, are terrify- 

ing. There is no escape from vul- 
nerability in immanence—the realized 
actuality of being here and now. Much of 
our daily efforts go towards ameliorating 
this vulnerability and its impact on who 
we think and feel we are, as we progress 
through life. It is typically in relation to 
vulnerability that we feel most alive and 
most purposeful: it brings our fear of loss 
and love for life as we understand it, and 
all the insecurities contingent on those, 
into sharp focus. The flip side of this is 
that the more we try to insulate ourselves 
from vulnerability, the less keenly alive 
we feel. Corporeal existence holds us 
captive between our urge to preserve that 
which we know to date, and the possibil- 
ity of becoming. But the only constant 
we can rely on is change, process. And 


immanent to the process of life is death. 


Identitarianism is endemic as a cop- 
ing mechanism to control both life and 
death. We see it all around us in people or 
groups who consider themselves ‘select, 
or ‘chosen, for supposedly conforming 
to ideals or purity of one kind or an- 
other, divine or political. As a political 
project, it is most commonly applied to 
various supremacy ideologies on the po- 
litical far right, but that framing fails it- 
self—no political orientation is immune 
to identitarianism. As it answers, in a 
reductive manner, to our deepest fears 
and longings, identitarianism is insidi- 
ous and readily deployed in populism of 
all stripes. Construing it as an ideology 
is a mistake. It is a very particular cog- 
nitive tactic or heuristic—a chameleon 


argument that changes the appearance 


of its skin according to its political 
context. The texture and objective of 
identitarian rhetoric is however con- 
stant: it rouses feelings of might, right 
and manifest destiny, and lends itself 
to both populism and totalitarianism. 
Identitarianism is deeply seductive to 
those who are angry or afraid, and es- 
pecially those who are angry because 
they are afraid, with or without good 
reason. But its greatest danger is per- 
haps that its excesses are far easier to 


see in others than they are in ourselves. 


The human world is woven in a complex 
network of identitarian constructs, 
which are often nested and contingent 
on each other. Patriarchy, and ideolo- 
gies of progress formed around male 
identitarianism such as most forms of 
Abrahamic religion and late-stage cap- 
italism, are the most normalized clus- 
ter of identitarian projects in everyday 
life. Identitarian masculinity exists in 
relation to the dependency of all hu- 
mans on women, and more broadly on 
processes of life that are opaque and 
unknowable to the male gaze. The male 
gaze is born in the eye of identitarian 
masculinity to assert dominion over 
that which it desires and depends on 
but can never inhabit or fully control. 
As it can never succeed, it is a poor re- 
gime that produces a sterile fruit: tragi- 
cally unnecessary oppression. It is trag- 
ic because it destroys its own objective, 
unnecessary because there is a remedy, 
and tragically unnecessary because it 
destroys its objective by denying itself 
the remedy: surrender to immanence, 
in which all becomes a shared process 


of living in the face of death. 
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Dominion is illusion. To convince itself, 
let alone others, of the viability of its own 
prospects, it needs to assign emptiness 
to the domains it seeks to control, and 
transcendent authority to its own plan or 
design. The degree of might with which it 
asserts its right is in inverse proportion 
to the logic of its proposition. For exam- 
ple, entropy is no more chaos than virgin 
territories are empty. We just haven't 
imposed our idea of order yet (the ‘we’ 
here is an artefact of identity, and iden- 
titarianism is that identity deployed as a 
political project). The totalizing gaze of 
dominion that emanates from the iden- 
titarian subject position is the practice 
of totalitarianism. It reduces its object in 
the lens of dominion to preserve its own 
identity at the cost of becoming-in-im- 
manence. Regardless of which end of the 
identitarian looking-glass the ‘we’ that 
we think we are find ourselves at, it sep- 
arates us from each other, and from the 


possibility of immanent encounters. 


Intimate encounters straddle the ex- 
istential and the social, and are the fo- 
cus of much fear and desire. Sex is the 
crucible not just for human life, but for 
human civilization. We might call sex 
in immanence ‘intimacy’ but it doesn’t 
quite describe the encounter between 
living beings who enter each other in 
vulnerability: soft tissues and mucous 
membranes, nerve endings, existential 
longing and temporary, mutual dissolu- 
tion in the exquisite emergency of know- 
ing that all good things must end even as 
we relish the moment. In immanence, 
sex draws a moistened fingertip along 
the threshold between life and death. 


The tension between sex and death is 


present in the pathos of self-realization, 
and is the root of both sublime love and 
existential fear. It is a curse and a bless- 
ing, and we have long tried to have one 
without the other. But as many wise and 
sometimes sad words tell us, the path to 
bliss goes via surrender to immanence. 
The danger is evident—we are infinitely 
vulnerable as we enter each other. But 
the alternative is slow death by denial of 
life. 


The ultimate tragedy of identitarian 
masculinity is that it deprives itself of 
joy and vulnerability in life and love and 
blames the subject over whom it seeks 
to establish dominion for not delivering 
the intimate bliss that can only emerge in 
mutual vulnerability. ‘Woman’ becomes 
a fetish in the true sense, an object that 
holds—and withholds—life and love. As 
we find ourselves at the business end of 
the gender looking-glass, some embrace 
self-fetishization as empowering. Being 
the object of talismanic worship can be 
intoxicating even though it is alienating, 
because objectification is a transaction of 
power. However, the contingency costs 
are obvious: that talismanic status must 
be maintained by continued transac- 
tions, which necessitate the manufacture 
of dependencies of a social, rather than 
existential, nature. And so identitarian- 
ism produces more identitarianism, and 
alienation from ourselves as well as oth- 


ers. 


Unlike 


along with death, time, and gravity, is an 


masculinity/femininity, sex, 


existential dependency, a condition of 
possibility. Identitarian dependencies, 


like those associated with masculinity 


and its counterpart, femininity, are of 
a different ontological order. They be- 
long to the human world of coping with 
our mortality and vulnerability. It is of 
course understandable that those who 
seek to escape a death cult like mascu- 
linity reach for near-life experiences 
and the objects they have imbued with 
that power. But you cannot approach 
life in an identitarian armour without 


bringing to it the shadow of death. 


This problem was addressed by the 
cluster of continental critiques that 
evolved from existentialism, struc- 
turalism, and other products of mod- 
ernism after World War II, and which 
are often clumsily derided as ‘pomo’ 
by those who only see contemporary 
identity politics wield some of their 
tools with the dexterity of toddlers. The 
ravages of two wars fuelled by nation- 
alism, separatism and antisemitism, 
scaled to previously unthinkable levels 
of destruction by the fruits of modern- 
ism, spurred interrogation of subject 
positions and conditions of possibility. 
It was clear then, as it is now, that nei- 
ther a fervent desire for progress nor 
unshakeable conviction of right and 
might justify imposition of reductive 
orders. We are unreliable witnesses to 
our own passions. Ceding ground to 
identitarianism diminishes us all. It 
turns everything it touches into some- 
thing at once lesser and more destruc- 


tive. 


The queer project is perhaps the most 
tragic of tragedies, as it set out to bea 
disruptive tragicomedy and failed via 


the great error of misconstruing sex, 


14 


which ontologically belongs with time 
and gravity, not cheap nylon underwear, 
sweaty teenage fantasies, or fears of ex- 
istential dependencies. Turned into pro- 
gressive populism, queer theory targets 
the processes of life in a misguided at- 
tempt to assuage fear and escape death. 
And like all other populist genies, it won't 
willingly go back into the lamp once it is 
released. Its proponents didn’t heed the 
warnings of the theories they wield like 
blunt objects. They are a contemporary 
example of how political movements 
and subcultures that set out to challenge 
injustices can easily turn into that which 
they claim to oppose simply by yielding 
to identitarian sentiment in service of 


political populism. 


No one is immune, but we all have the 
cure in our hands. Surrendering to im- 
manence grounds us in reality. Paying 
attention to the detail and nuance of 
our interactions with the world can help 
us plot a course through the torrents of 
identitarian rhetoric in contemporary 
media streams and our own thoughts. 
There is much to win—communality and 
camaraderie with fellow beings, more 
astute navigation of tricky times, better 
steps taken in response to emergent ob- 
servations of the landscape and perhaps 
even, in our most intimate moments with 
ourselves and others, everyday magic in 
exquisite acceptance of our vulnerability, 


shared in the face of love, life, and death. 


Blob. Vive la difference. Le Blob, @tryingat- 


times. 


FEMINISM IS NOT IDENTITY POLITICS 


Transactivism, Gender-Critical Populism, and the Culture War 


BY JANE CLARE JONES 


s many of our readers are no doubt aware, things have 

been spectacularly unpleasant and fractious of late in 

the gender-critical world. As explored in several piec- 
es in this section of THE RADICAL NOTION, there are substan- 
tive political issues underlying these conflicts, the recognition 
of which has not been helped by the misogyny-tinged ten- 
dency to dismiss it all as bitchy ‘infighting. As Julie Bindel has 
made clear in her recent interventions on this question,” many 
of those whose resistance to trans ideology is coming from the 
ground of women’s liberation politics are inclined to view re- 
cent events not so much as infighting, but rather as evidence of 
a split born from fundamental differences of political perspec- 
tive. At stake in the question of whether ‘TERFs should unite 
with the right’—as the recent debate between Bindel and Hel- 
en Joyce put it?—are not only pragmatic disagreements about 
strategy, but deep differences about the basis of the critique 
of trans ideology, what or who our politics should be aimed at, 
and what a successful ‘resolution’ to the gender war would look 
like. While there have been many efforts to suppress current 
conflicts by exhorting us to keep our ‘eyes on the prize, it is less 
than clear that we all agree about what ‘the prize’ actually is. 
And for many women’s liberationists, if the cost of defeating 
trans ideology is giving energy and momentum to the forces of 
extreme conservative reaction—and their efforts to use ‘woke’? 
overreach to put feminism, gay rights, and anti-racism firmly 


back in their box—it will be a hollow victory indeed. 


Looking at the discursive battlefield, now from the edge, what 
I see is anti-feminism coming from all directions. On one side, 
of course, we have the new-fangled techno-patriarchs, with 
their veneration of patriarchal gender projections and obtuse 
erasure of the material reality of sex-based exploitation. On 
the other side, there is now an assemblage of good old-fangled 
patriarchs, the ‘theocratic fascists’* rubbing shoulders with 
the anti-woke libertarian bros® and the ‘reactionary post-lib- 
eral feminists,° a discursive space increasingly infused with 
the whiff of ‘Eau de QAnon’ and its bonkers conspiratorial 
responses to real material crises. In times of insecurity and 
fear—even more so when we are all being fed through the al- 
gorithmic outrage machines—human thinking hardens and 


bifurcates, the instinct to tribalism is increasingly aroused, 
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and we start looking for enemies everywhere. And there will 
always be skilled operators intent on exploiting those instincts 


for their own ends. 


Once upon a time, facing down the TRAs and their dogged 
identitarian insistence that anyone who didn't buy their bol- 
locks was a “‘TERF-fascist-bigot-white supremacist-fill in the 
slur; the ‘gender-critical community, such as it was,’ did a 
pretty stalwart job of maintaining a pose of reasoned and rea- 
sonable nuance. In these new polarized times, in which the 
British GC space is increasingly being swamped by US Culture 
War framing, nuance has come to be seen as akin to treachery. 
‘Balancing rights’ is out. ‘You are either with us or against us’ 
is the new order of the day. And just as in the case of transac- 
tivist identitarianism, anyone who questions or deviates from 
the prevalent ‘us vs. them’ doctrine will be othered, accused of 
‘not holding the line, and recast as just another facet of ‘the 
enemy. The ‘gender-critical community’ I took myself to be 
part of was always explicit that it was aimed at trans ideolo- 
gy and its social and political impacts. It was a political project 
with entirely political ends. I always felt confident that, when 
I claimed we were not engaged in demonizing or othering 
groups of people in themselves, that claim was true.* But that 
is no longer a claim I feel I can make in good conscience. The 
‘enemies’ of the ‘gender-critical movement’ are metastasizing 
and proliferating day by day: ‘trans people’ or ‘trans-identified 
people, ‘drag queens, ‘perverts, ‘nonces,? ‘groomers, ‘men 
who wear women’s clothes’ (sorry Prince), ‘men who use wom- 
en’s names, ‘Muslim men, ‘wokes; ‘the Left, ‘cultural Marx- 
ists, ‘critical theory, ‘anyone who thinks anyone is oppressed, 


arriving finally, of course—OF COURSE! —at feminists. 


A wise woman once said, way back when feminists were still 
shouting in the wilderness, that at the point women finally 
succeeded in pushing this issue into the mainstream, a whole 
bunch of patriarchal men would show up, and then immedi- 
ately set about explaining how this shitshow was all feminists’ 
fault. For old-school patriarchs like Matt Walsh, pointing the 
finger at feminist women isn’t much of a reach: we have per- 
verted the natural and God-given order of things by claiming 


to be full human subjects, and men claiming to be women is the 


inevitable result. For the likes of James Lindsay, the problems 
all started when Marx hoodwinked us all into thinking that 
some classes of people are exploited and oppressed by other 
classes of people (what insanity!) and then black people and 
women and trans people claimed they were oppressed too. Ac- 
cording to social conservatives like Rod Liddle, transgender- 
ism “comes from” the “radical feminist” insistence “against all 
the available evidence from neurology from evolutionary sci- 
ence and evolutionary psychology ... that there is no inherent 
innate hardwired difference between men and women.”” For 
Liddle, trans-ideological sex denial is just a matter of feminist 
chickens coming home to roost, given that, inevitably, no one 
can apparently distinguish between ‘we would like you to treat 
us as full human persons’ and ‘we would like you to treat us 
as if we were men.’ Meanwhile a narrative is growing among 
some detransitioners and the organizations that support them 
that not only have feminists caused the gender confusion of 
young people by deranging traditional sex-based roles, but the 
feminist demonization of men and ‘toxic masculinity’ is push- 
ing young males towards trans identification in order to divest 
themselves of the shame of their maleness. As Limpida puts it 
in ‘Tumbling into trans activism, identifying as a trans wom- 
an “inoculated me against heinous accusations ... All the evils 
of being a cisgender heterosexual white man suddenly melted 
away, since it was now telegraphed to everyone with whom I 
interacted that I was really just a sweet trans girl.’™ This is all 


music to the ears of anti-woke social conservatives. 


So far so predictable. Male power will always come for wom- 
en when we start to make inroads into its strongholds, and we 
shouldn't be surprised that as the resistance to trans ideology 
has gained mass traction, right-wing men with a damn sight 
more power than feminists have progressively seized control 
of the narrative, and directed it at the women who first mount- 
ed the resistance. What I didn’t see coming, however, was how 
successfully women in the gender-critical movement would 
be turned against feminist analysis, how a particular type of 
rhetoric would be used to justify accepting platforms and re- 
sources from anti-feminist men and to caricature and dismiss 
feminist women who object, and how this would all intersect 
with the British gender-critical space being increasingly sub- 
sumed by an anti-woke Culture War framing. As many have 
noted, the basic rhetorical form being leveraged inside the 
gender-critical movement against feminist women’s objec- 
tions to right-wing drift is a variant of populism. What I want 
to think through here is how this rhetorical move is working, 
howit is similar to other forms of populism, and how—oh the 
irony—this rhetoric has a formal similarity to that used by 
TRAs to delegitimize and dismiss feminist objections to trans 


ideology. 
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THE MARX-TO-WOMEN-HAVE-PENISES PIPELINE 


To begin unpacking this question of the formal similarity be- 
tween TRA and gender-critical silencing of feminist critique, 
we need a clear account of how TRA witch-hunting, and ‘social 
justice’ cancel culture more generally, is functioning. To tease 
that out I want to first consider the account being peddled by 
libertarian and right-wing culture warriors that purports to 
explain what is wrong with ‘woke culture.’ Partly because it is 
having a massive influence on gender-critical discourse and 
is implicated in the shift to the right, and partly because it is 
importantly, and illustratively, bullshit. According to the story 
being pushed by the likes of James Lindsay, the present form 
of ‘woke’ cancel culture activism is an inevitable result of the 
analysis of structural oppression, and trans ideology is noth- 
ing but its most bonkers manifestation. After Pluckrose and 
Lindsay published Cynical Theories in 2020, my Twitter men- 
tions were pretty much constantly full of people charging up 
to me and helpfully explaining that the cause of trans ideol- 
ogy was ‘cultural Marxism’ or ‘critical theory’ or even ‘critical 
race theory. I asked on a number of occasions for a generalized 
definition of ‘critical theory’ that didn’t encompass both civ- 
il-rights-era anti-racism and second-wave feminism, but to 
little avail. Indeed, at one point, a few of us went out on the 
wires and asked explicitly for an explanation of the argument 
we have jokingly come to think of as the ‘Marx-to-Women- 
Have-Penises Pipeline. The responses went something like 
this: ‘Marx said that the bourgeoisie oppressed the proletariat, 
feminism says men oppress women, and trans ideology says 
cis people oppress trans people, so they’re all the same thing. 
Indeed, Lindsay has made a handy chart to illustrate exactly 


this claim.” 


“What needs to be done, rather, is to ana- 
lyse the ways in which current ‘social jus- 
tice’ activism is a distortion of materialist 
class-based politics.” 


It’s true that the trans-rights movement has framed its claims 
using the ostensible language of structural oppression, and 
that this framing is undoubtedly one of the reasons it has so 
successfully captured progressive or left/liberal-leaning par- 
ties and institutions. However, despite styling themselves 
as the Light of Reason shining in the darkness of hysterical 
grievance-fuelled irrationality, it never seems to occur to Lind- 
say and his bros” that one of the principal differences between 
trans ideology and traditional structural analysis is that the 
material exploitation of people along the axes of class, sex, 


and race has been multiply empirically demonstrated, while 
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the evidence for the claim that trans people are structural- 
ly oppressed by ‘cis’ people is, at best, sketchy.* As left-wing 
feminists and various other materialists have pointed out, this 
has a lot to do with the fact that there isn’t a generalized social 
mechanism by which ‘cis’ people as a class exploit the bodies 
or labour of trans-identified people as a class. And what this 
points us towards is the way contemporary ‘social justice’ ac- 
tivism has replaced the materialist analysis of oppression with 
a model which is almost entirely fixated on representation, 
recognition, and identity, rather than on the distribution of 


material resources. 
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CLASS AWALKSIS | 


Despite the number of people running around in a blatant 
‘reds-under-the-bed’ panic screaming ‘MARXISTS, GROOM- 
ERS, the FAR LEFT!’ it remains the case that contemporary 
‘social justice’ activism is fundamentally anti-materialist, 
with the quasi-religious veneration of gender identity being 
only the starkest example. That is, it isn’t any kind of Marx- 
ism, or leftism, worth its name. The genuinely interesting chal- 
lenge for people who want to explain what is going on, rather 
than using the current overreach of identity politics for their 
own political ends, is to explain how structural class analysis 


mutated into the puritan witch-hunting phenomenon we see 


around us today. The fact that a fundamentally sound set of 
ideas about material class-based exploitation have been dis- 
torted into cancel culture is not, in itself, evidence that those 
ideas are bad or wrong. Tracing an inexorable line from Marx 
to ‘women have penises’ or ‘all white people are racist’ or ‘only 
Nazis question the Inquisition’ doesn’t, in fact, actually explain 
what it purports to explain. It is not remotely plausible to sug- 
gest that ‘dude writing about capitalism in the mid 1800s’ or 
even ‘dudes writing about how culture props up capitalism in 
the 1940s’ are the proximate cause, or most salient explana- 
tion, of ‘people in the 2010s decide anyone who thinks women 
don’t have penises is a fascist.’ What needs to be done, rather, is 
to analyse the ways in which current ‘social justice’ activism is 
a distortion of materialist class-based politics, to explain how 
and why that distortion has arisen, and to think about the his- 
torical, social, and economic reasons why it has been so widely 


taken up and disseminated. 


THE DISTORTION OF STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS 


Some of my thinking about the answer to this question is pre- 
sented in the ‘Woke Criticism’ section of The Annals of the TERF 
Wars and Other Writing. What I want to focus on here—because 
it is directly mirrored by the distortion currently afoot in gen- 
der-critical discourse—is the way in which transactivism, and 
the generalized ‘social justice’ culture with which it is inter- 
twined, is a product of material class-based analysis being 
turned into identitarianism. Material class analysis is a struc- 
tural business. It looks at generalized features of social class- 
es—women tend to do more domestic labour than men, black 
people in the US tend to be poorer than white people, work- 
ing-class people tend to have worse educational outcomes 
than upper-middle-class people—and then seeks to explain 
these inequalities by reference to the material distribution of 
resources and opportunities, and the cultural narratives and 
social norms that naturalize those distributions. The ‘cultur- 
al’ bit of what the anti-wokeists like to call ‘cultural Marxism’ 
refers to the analysis of the role played by culture in propping 
up structural power, the way cultural forms and norms natu- 
ralize, or ideologically reify, power relations that are, in fact, 


social in origin. 


Of course, the understanding of this is mired in a lot of bina- 
ry thinking about the relation of culture and nature. On the 
one hand there has been a tendency towards claiming that 
all forms of difference are entirely socially constructed, and it 
is true that concern about naturalizing inequality propelled 
third-wave feminism towards the idiocy of out-and-out sex 
denial.*5 As I discussed in our column on the ‘Both/And’ of gen- 


der in Issue Three (pp. 80-85), human social phenomena invar- 
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iably arise through the interaction of nature and culture, and 
the feminist analysis of sex-based oppression does not depend 
on a belief that there are no natural differences between men 
and women. Materialist accounts can recognize that women 
are the people who have babies (indeed, they must if they are 
to be remotely explanatory), and even concede that there may 
be some very general sex-based personality traits at a popu- 
lation level—although, as Marina Strinkovsky discusses on 
page 48, assertions that sex-based personality traits have de- 
veloped through evolution are not as scientific as they like to 
claim. What is not true, moreover, is that any demonstration 
of a ‘natural’ basis of sex-based behaviour would ‘prove’ that 
our social and cultural organization is simply naturally de- 
termined. One doesn’t have to be a blank slatist to believe that 
human reproduction doesn’t have to be organized in nuclear 
patriarchal families in which mothers are socially isolated, 
excluded from public life, financially dependent on men, and 
vulnerable to male control and abuse.” To listen to an account 
from someone like Mary Harrington, you would think there 
is nothing but a strict choice between the patriarchal family 
and the techno-dystopian ‘growing babies in pods’ family ab- 
olitionism of someone like Sophie Lewis.” That we might take 
the feminist route and socially organize to support the moth- 
er-infant dyad, while also supporting the full personhood and 
flourishing of women, seems out of the question to those com- 
mitted to this type of either/or thinking, in which both options 


turn out to be some version of patriarchy. 


“Individuals are not mere instantiations 
of classes and treating any given human 
being in front of you as if they are a mere 
instantiation of a class is, in fact, dehu- 
manizing.” 


A well thought through and empirically grounded form of 
material class analysis should be attentive to the role of both 
culture and nature, history and biology. Indeed, thinking you 
need to entirely erase nature or biology for fear of biological 
determinism and staking the whole edifice on extreme so- 
cial construction takes the materialism right out of material 
analysis, and leads to the representational idealism, and con- 
comitant loss of the analysis of exploitation, that we see in 
modern ‘social justice’ activism. In the absence of a grounded 
understanding of material class, what we are left with, instead, 
is identity. And identity is a very different kind of beast. Class 
analysis works with statistical tendencies and general charac- 
teristics, and can conceptualize the difference between these 


and individual members of classes. By virtue of class position, 


people will tend to share experiences, opportunities, and be 
exposed to similar socialization and ideological inculcation. 
However, individual temperament, differences in cultural and 
historical context, and intersections with other axes of struc- 
tural oppression will produce wide variation between indi- 
viduals of a particular material class, in terms of beliefs and 
values and experience. There is, therefore, no one-to-one cor- 
respondence, or perfect identity, between individuals and the 
material class to which they belong. Individuals are not mere 
instantiations of classes and treating any given human being 
in front of you as if they are a mere instantiation of a class is, 
in fact, dehumanizing. (The degree to which this pisses people 
off is one of the reasons, I think, for resistance to structural 
analysis when it shades into identitarianism. Which is not to 
say all the NAMALT-ing men would be totally open to listening 
to the analysis of, say, structural male violence, if only we were 


more careful about how we phrased it.) 


“Rather than trying to challenge the ma- 
terial conditions of classes, or the social 
norms associated with them, what we 
then get is an individual process of opting 
in and opting out of sub-cultural Lifestyle 
identities.” 


By contrast, identitarian ‘social justice’ activism, or identi- 
ty politics, isn’t, despite using some of the same vernacular, 
actually dealing with empirical material classes which show 
internal variation in the real world. Rather, class is converted 
into an ideal identity which is presumed to be internally ho- 
mogenous and works much more like the idea of a tribe. This 
idea of self-sameness, or perfect self-identity, is the hallmark 
of identitarianism. It can be applied to any entity turned into a 
meaningful identity—be it a social class, or a race, or a nation, 
or a political party, or a certain sports team. It is underpinned 
by a type of spatialized or territorial thinking which I have 
elsewhere described as ‘the sovereign imaginary’ (see ‘Why 
Feminists Are Not Nazis’), the operation of which is central to 
patriarchal thinking, and the many forms of identitarianism it 
spawns. According to such sovereigntist logic, all identities are 
self-identical, and admit no difference or variation. This think- 
ing is partly how feminism-conceived-as-identity-politics got 
itself into such a mess, because it came to the conclusion that 
women couldn't be the subject of feminism if women were not 


all perfectly identical, which is, frankly, stupid.” 


However, if one conceives the social group as a perfect iden- 


tity, rather than a material class, it follows that the individ- 
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ual members of the class, and the class itself, are identical. 
From this often comes the thought that being a member of a 
particular social group is primarily a matter not of material 
social position, but of individual identification with the char- 
acteristics of the group—a matter, in effect, of belonging to a 
tribe. By this logic, to be a white person entails identification 
with ‘whiteness, to be a man entails identification with ‘the 
patriarchal idea of manhood, and to be a middle-class white 
feminist entails identification with ‘middle-class white femi- 
nism.’ By reversal then, we arrive at the idea that if you don’t 
identify with patriarchal masculinity you are not a man, and 
if you are a white feminist who wants to demonstrate that she 
is not a ‘white feminist’ you'd best go around pointing at oth- 
er white feminists and calling them ‘white feminists.’ Here we 
have reached a pretty stunning inversion of actual material 
class politics. Instead of understanding that material classes 
describe structural generalities which admit of individual var- 
iation, we now have a model that posits the social group as a 
perfect ideal identity, and that individuals who do not identify 
with the group are not members of it, irrespective of material 
reality. What this leads to, as many feminists have repeatedly 
pointed out with respect to gender, is a shoring up of the social 
identity of the group—which, from the perspective of mate- 
rial class politics, is often, at least in good part, an artefact of 
ideology and socialization. Rather than trying to challenge the 
material conditions of classes, or the social norms associated 
with them, what we then get is an individual process of opting 
in and opting out of sub-cultural lifestyle identities—a phe- 
nomenon which has been easily absorbed and monetized by 


consumer capitalism. 


The other fundamental feature of identitarianism, which fol- 
lows from the thought of self-same or homogenous identities, 
pure and unblemished by any form of internal variation, is 
that the ‘outside’ of the group is conceptualized as pure dif- 
ference. In practical political terms, this is where the homol- 
ogy between ‘identity, ‘tribe, ‘nation, or ‘race’ really starts to 
ramp up, and we start to see a mechanism of psychic splitting, 
in which the internally coherent group is opposed to an ex- 
ternal ‘other; conceived, axiomatically, as the ‘foreign’ or ‘the 
foreigner.’ Identitarianism is marked, therefore, by the politics 
of ‘us vs. them, a binary structure in which there is no space 
for nuance, middle ground, or mutual recognition, and in 
which ‘they’ become the object of a great deal of psychic pro- 
jection, a repository for all that is bad, wrong or dangerous in 
the world. It is a much-noted irony that, while they claimed to 
be ‘smashing the binary, trans ideology—and ‘social justice’ 
activism more generally—is deeply identitarian in its opera- 
tion. Anyone who opposes its project is immediately relegated 


to the ranks of the ‘they’: the bigots, the Nazis, the ruling class, 


the defenders of the status quo, the ‘white feminists.’ This is 
a direct consequence of thinking the social group in terms of 
tribal homogeneity: anyone who does not share the beliefs and 
values of the group is not a member of the tribe and will be 
cast out. When the sole criterion of membership of the group 
is political beliefs—i.e. it is an explicitly political affiliation, 
like, say veganism, or feminism—this makes some sense.”° But 
in the case of determining membership of material classes of 


people, it manifestly does not. 


This understanding of correspondence between the identity 
and beliefs of individuals and the identity and beliefs of the 
social group is the basis of one of the signature, and most 
unjust, features of identitarian ‘social justice’ activism: the 
tendency to read people’s social ‘tribe’ backwards from their beliefs. 
What we have here is a rhetorical system allegedly using the 
discourse of structural oppression, but which has a marked 
tendency to decide that anyone who believes the wrong thing 
must be ‘privileged, ‘white; ‘middle-class, ‘straight, etc. This 
then positions the individual’s views as those of the dominant 
‘oppressor’ class and allows them to be dismissed and delegit- 
imized without substantive engagement. Indeed, it supports 
the kind of witch-hunting and censure we have seen running 
rampant, by positioning the expression of their views as de 
facto harmful to the interests of marginalized and oppressed 
people. That is, this manoeuvre allows the purported analy- 
sis of structural oppression to be turned into a mass exercise 
in anti-democratic silencing. And in so doing, it neatly feeds 
the central analytic tool of left-wing thinking straight into the 
hands of anti-woke cultural conservatives, who will gleefully 
take up the mantle of defending free speech, bringing many 


disaffected witch-hunted women into their fold. 


IDENTITARIANISM IN THE ‘GENDER-CRITICAL’ COM- 
MUNITY 


What I want to turn to now is the way in which, as it is increas- 
ingly subsumed under an anti-woke Culture War framing, a 
similar type of identitarian othering is taking place inside the 
gender-critical community, and is being used to similar ends, 
that is, to delegitimize and dismiss feminist women’s con- 
cerns. The construction of opposing tribal identities can use 
many vernaculars. It can use ‘cis vs. trans, or ‘heteronormative 
vs. queer, it can use ‘white vs. black’ or ‘man vs. woman, it can 
use ‘intersectional vs. white feminist’ or ‘woke vs. anti-woke, 
or, to turn to the language of populism, it can use ‘the elite vs. 
the ordinary people/ordinary women. In both the structural 
and populist formulations, a relation of power is posited be- 
tween the two groups, in which the dominant group is seen to 


exercise illegitimate power over ‘the oppressed’7‘the people’ to 
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their detriment.” Notably, the fact that identitarianism can use 
the language of populism, rather than the language of struc- 
tural oppression, should, in itself, underwrite our scepticism 
about the cultural conservative’s claim that the problem here 
is the analysis of structural oppression per se, rather than being 


a product of identitarian distortion. 


“We are in the register of sovereigntist 
metaphor and rhetoric now.” 


In both the ‘social justice’ and anti-woke populist variants, a 
whole bunch of tropes are then added to the mix, in order to 
caricature the dominant group vis-a-vis the oppressed group, 
and to posit them as ‘bad. In the transactivist version, their op- 
ponents are gender-essentialist pearl-clutching middle-class 
trad wives, white supremacists, fascists, and transphobes. In 
classic Trumpian populism, the elite are latte-sipping egg- 
heads whose airy fairy ‘book smarts’ divorce them from the 
lives of plain-speaking ordinary folk ‘on the street. These pro- 
fessional, brain-powered people run the media, universities, 
and other elite cultural institutions, and are in some way in 
league with the dark shadowy forces of the ‘deep state. (Rupert 
Murdoch, assorted industrial magnates, and property tycoons 
with a fondness for gold toilets are somehow exempt from the 
ranks of the ‘elite.’) Many elements of this structure have been 
transferred wholesale to gender-critical populism, where the 
anti-intellectual rhetoric has been slicked over with the lan- 
guage of the playground and used to dismiss concerns ground- 
ed in feminist analysis. The ‘professional feminists’ are ‘head 
girls’ who sit in ‘comfortable chairs’ in ‘ivory towers’ ‘looking 
down their noses’ and spewing out highfalutin theories that 
have nothing to offer ‘ordinary women, nothing useful to say 
about how this political battle should be conducted in the real 
world, and whose fancy-pants ideas were probably responsi- 
ble for getting women into this whole damn mess in the first 


place.” 


The women newly mobilised to fight for our rights are 
not in lecture theatres,they are not comfortably 
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drinking a latte whilst they dip into another heap of 
theoretical codswallop.They are working, caring, 
cooking and cleaning whilst their righteous rage rises. 
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Notably also, in both the Trumpian and gender-critical for- 
mulations, the opposition between ‘the elite’ and ‘the ordi- 
nary people/women’ is gender coded. The ‘street’ people are 


hard and tough. They get shit done. They’re masculine, active, 


assertive, brave, unyielding. They will not give ground to the 
enemy. They will ‘hold the line.’ They will ‘drain the swamp. 
Only they have the balls to tell the unvarnished truth. The elite, 
by contrast, are soft, insubstantial, yielding and effete. They 
don’t do anything real or useful. They float about in their ivory 
towers drinking frothy coffee and playing games with words 
while real people do the real work and get their hands dirty for 
the cause. They are handmaidens and appeasers, too reasona- 
ble, too moderate, too wordy and wafty for the bloody fight on 
the streets. Just like the ‘soy-boys’ and ‘cucks’ of MRA/MAGA 
lore they are a bunch of feminized peaceniks, too soft and cow- 
ardly to mount an implacable defence of the homeland of the 
womanfolk, too willing to see both sides, too ready to talk of 
‘meeting in the middle.3 The body politic of womanhood is 
under assault, and only the merciless, hard and utterly impen- 
etrable can save us. It’s never entirely clear to me how this pose 
of obdurate resolution converts into actual political strategy, 
or how we are going to reach a complex legislative settlement 
to a complex political problem simply by taking the fight to the 
streets, but that, for many, is beside the point. We are in the 
register of sovereigntist metaphor and rhetoric now. Just as a 
Brexit fuelled by anti-immigration sentiment was not a solu- 
tion to the crises of late capitalism, and Trump’s unfinished 
wall was never going to ‘Make America Great Again, political 
reality, and political facts, have been subjugated to atavistic 


political feeling. 


“Women are no more or less than adult 
female people. And being female is not 
a thing that can be attacked, and not a 
thing that needs to be defended. It simply 
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IS. 


The antipathy of progressive leftish people to the kind of psy- 
chic othering and projection that marks this kind of identitar- 
ianism is one of the reasons many on the so-called left have 
been so comprehensively taken in by trans ideology. According 
to the narrative pushed by TRAs, trans people are the margin- 
alized and demonized ‘other’ to normative ‘cis’ people, and in 
the interests of justice, ‘cis’ people have a moral and political 
responsibility to undo this othering by extending, as Stonewall 
would have it, ‘acceptance without exception.’ Pushing against 
this framing to explain why, as an oppressed material class, 
female people have legitimate political interests in the exist- 
ence of, say, single-sex spaces was a monumental challenge. It 
was a monumental challenge that required us to be exceptionally 
clear and careful about the type of arguments we made, and 


the rhetoric we used to make them. It required amassing reams 
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of evidence, submitting numerous FOIs, combing through 
piles of legal and policy documents to demonstrate what was 
happening to sex in law, and analysing its effects. And it de- 
manded that we meticulously unpicked transactivist rhetoric 
and transactivist claims, debunked all the bollocks about sex 
not being binary, became experts in intersex conditions, re- 
searched suicide statistics and the state of medical knowledge 
about puberty blockers. For me, working with feminist and po- 
litical discourse, one part of what I did was spend a lot of time 
trying to explain why being gender critical wasn’t like homo- 
phobia, wasn’t an artefact of white supremacy, wasn’t like fas- 
cism—wasn't, that is, dependent on any kind of mechanism of 
othering another group of people. The point, as I understood it, was 
to demonstrate that the transactivist claim that any resistance 
to their political project was grounded in bigotry—made in or- 
der to dismiss women’s concerns as hateful and ‘not worthy of 
respect in a democratic society’ and to justify censuring us— 


was false. 


As Rose Rickford explores on pages 2-11, what is happening 
now in the gender-critical community is the steady replace- 
ment of arguments based on material sex-class analysis with 
a politics of ‘woman-identity. Materialist feminists used to 
laugh when TRAs accused us of ‘gatekeeping womanhood, as 
if we gave a shit about such a nebulous gendery thing, or as if 
being female was somehow the same as being a country with 
borders under human control. I hear a lot more talk of ‘de- 
fending womanhood’ these days, or even, in one alarming (and 
alarmist) formulation that turned up in my mentions, the ur- 
gency of ensuring the “survival of the biological female race.” 
People seem to have forgotten that the original gender-critical 
point was that men who wear women’s clothes, or use women’s 
names, or even take she/her pronouns, are not, thereby, made 
female, because being female is a material fact distinct from 
all the social trappings of ‘woman-identity. Women, we said 
repeatedly, are not an idea one can simply identify with. Women 
are no more or less than adult female people. And being female 
is not a thing that can be attacked, and not a thing that needs 
to be defended. It simply is. What needs to be defended is the 
recognition of female people, or women, as a class in law, the 
organization of public services and public policy on the basis 
of sex, and the right of women to organize and speak politi- 
cally as a sex class. That is defending women’s material class 


interests, not defending womanhood. 


Right now, however, gender-critical discourse is increasingly 
focused on the protection of ‘woman-identity’ from the on- 
slaught of an invading other. And it is no accident that with 
this shift comes tribalism, ‘us vs. them’ thinking, mistrust of 


nuance and complexity, increasing dehumanization of ‘the 


enemy, and just in the last few days, a direct—haha joking! — 
incitement to violence.” In this new ‘either you're with us or 
against us’ landscape, internal critique can no longer be tol- 
erated and anyone who raises questions about the direction 
of travel will be increasingly positioned as a traitor, in league 
with ‘the enemy, or, as materialist and radical feminist wom- 
en have recently been called, “TRA-lites’ And you know what, 
many of us do share some beliefs with the TRAs—or at least, 
with what TRAs claim to believe about othering people, provid- 
ing they’re not non-compliant middle-aged women who re- 
mind you of your mum. We believe that dehumanizing other 
groups of people is wrong and goes bad places, that it’s not 
consistent with a feminist politics of anti-domination,* and 
that mechanisms of tribal othering have a lot to do with right- 
wing nationalisms, with white and male supremacy,” and 
indeed, with fascistic violence. As I argued in ‘Why Feminists 
Are Not Nazis, the reason for the spuriousness of transactivist 
claims about the inherent connection between gender-critical 
feminism and the kind of ‘us vs. them’ tribalism that tends to 
shade towards fascism, was that gender-critical feminism was 
materialist class politics, not sovereign identitarianism. At the 
point at which it starts to become primarily a matter of tribal 
identity, some of the TRAs’ anxieties become substantially less 
batshit-sounding (although going from nought to genocide in 
two tweets will never sound not-batshit). And lo, right on cue, 
up turn the men with big guns and big hats, Tommy Robinson’s 
crew, Patriotic Alternative, theocratic fascists, assorted MAGA- 
cum-QAnon loons, and some Proud Boys. Like seriously, I’m 
sorry, | am trying my hardest to be calm and moderate here, 
but WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK.”” 

Jean Hatchet @JeanHatchet - Jan 17 
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The painful fact is that the more identitarian the gender-crit- 
ical space becomes, and the more actual receipts of genuinely 
sketchy shit start to pile up, the more the kinds of lies the TRAs 
told about feminist women start to look true. It’s all very well 


to dismiss TRA claims about fascism as a propagandist slur, 
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but that starts to look a lot less plausible when white national- 
ists show up at a gender-critical gathering and feminist wom- 
en saying that we need a ‘white nationalists are not welcome’ 
statement causes a six-week-long conflagration. Some have 
argued that there is no need for the gender-critical community 
to make such a statement because to do so would be to accept 
‘guilt-by-association.”* But guilt-by-association is only a falla- 
cy if the coincidence of one element and another is genuinely 
random, and as I am unpacking here, the associations between 
woman-identitarianism, othering of ‘the enemy, increasingly 
intemperate rhetoric, patriarchal gender conservatism, and 
white, Christian, or other forms of right-wing nationalism, 
are not remotely random. This matters, morally, politically, 
and strategically. It matters morally because othering people 
is harmful. It’s harmful when TRAs do it to feminist women, 
and it’s harmful when women do it to ‘trans people’ as a mono- 
lith.?? It matters politically because women’s liberation will not 
be possible if the women’s liberation? movement is co-opted 
by people who are on an anti-woke crusade to turn the clock 
back to a time before we recognized that women, and black and 
brown people, experience systemic inequality that needs to be 
addressed. And it matters strategically because the strength, 
and success, of the UK gender-critical movement has had a 
lot to do with the fact that we meticulously demonstrated that 
there were real material reasons why women were concerned 
about the impact of trans ideology, and managed to persuade 
a lot of observers that, despite TRA rhetoric, those concerns 


were not grounded in hatred and othering.” 


“| got into this fight to begin with because 
| saw something | thought was wrong, and 
harmful to women and their interests, 
and that the same instinct is guiding me 
now.” 


I hope against hope that we have already done enough in this 
country to win the argument about the importance of sex in 
law and the protection of women’s sex-based resources, and 
I hope that this political conflict can be resolved before the 
identitarian Culture War insanity ramping up around us boils 
over into something really dark. I believe we were able to make 
our voices heard here in part because we avoided the snares 
of the Culture War framing, and made space for ourselves to 
speak between the new-fangled patriarchs of the left and the 
old-fangled patriarchs of the right. The success of the British 
resistance to trans ideology has been a light for many fem- 
inist women across the globe, and I worry about what recent 


events mean for our international sisters, many of whom still 
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have much further to go in their fights. This has all been, for 
many of us, on all sides, exceptionally painful. 1 am mindful 
that many women have already lost so much and find it hard 


to bear. But I am also mindful that I got into this fight to begin 


2 with because I saw something I thought was wrong, and harm- 


- ful to women and their interests, and that the same instinct 


is guiding me now. Just as before, the questions being raised 


by feminist women about the current direction of travel are, 


to use a familiar phrase, ‘legitimate concerns, and | believe 
very strongly that in a movement dedicated to letting women 
express their political opinions, and which has long prided it- 
self on not being a cult, we should be able to voice them and 
discuss them sensibly. That has not, sadly, been the way it has 


gone down. 


/ One of the principal reasons for that is the way identitarian 


gender-critical populism, which pits the tribe of alleged ‘ordi- 


| nary women’ against the tribe of alleged ‘elite women’ is be- 
| ing used, just like transactivist identitarianism, to other and 
_ dismiss feminist women for making feminist critiques. One 


_ of the hallmarks of this operation is the apparent ease with 


which women get allocated to the group of ‘elitist-headg- 


irl-socfem-gentry-lefties’ on the basis of expressing a certain 


) set of political opinions. That is, just like TRA identitarianism, 


gender-critical populism works by reading someone’s social 
position or membership of a particular social ‘tribe’ backwards 
from their beliefs. This has led to a host of manifest absurdities 
in which women with big platforms or newspaper columns, or 
who are making a living from gender-critical work, are some- 
how not ‘professional feminists’ or ‘head girls; while anon- 
ymous Twitter users are ushered into a clique of the ‘gentry 
left’ overladies because they say, ‘I’m not that keen on Tucker 
Carlson. The fact is this is not about class, or social position, 


or professionalism, or who is ‘book smart’ and who is ‘street 


~ smart. There are middle-class and working-class women, aca- 


demic and non-academic women, prominent and anonymous 
women, scattered on both sides. This is a political disagree- 
ment about whether you think this is a single-issue campaign 
against a trans enemy and we should take the help of anyone 
up to and including “the devil himself,”34 or whether you think 


it is just one battle in the whole exhausting campaign of pro- 


) tecting the material interests of women as a class and working 


for women’s liberation. And this is also about using identitari- 


an othering to allocate feminist women to a caricatured group 


> of ‘elite baddies’ on the basis of their beliefs, and thereby dis- 


miss what they are saying without genuinely engaging with it. 
| 


~| Again. 


. There has been a certain line added recently to the ‘it’s all fem- 


’ inists’ fault’ chorus, which likes to blame feminist women for 
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letting transactivism capture institutional feminism and turn 
it against women’s interests.35 Given that we all know about— 
and have all witnessed—the manipulation, demonization, and 
straight-up bullying unleashed by transactivism on women 
who resist it, this is pretty fucking flabbergasting. Over the 
years after the second wave, most of the infrastructure origi- 
nally built and controlled by women was progressively folded 
back into mainstream—that is malestream—institutions and 
funding structures. And it turns out that there is nothing male 
power likes more than things that claim to be about women’s 
liberation, women’s equality, or women’s rights, but which are 
actually antithetical to them. When TRAs turned up in their 
anti-feminist liberation drag, backed with the full force of in- 
stitutional male power, real feminist resistance didn’t stand 
a chance. Those who held out were demonized, othered, and 
pushed out, and those who by choice or necessity protected 
their self-interest felt they had to comply.?° We should all be 
familiar with this mechanism by now. It is how autonomous 
women’s politics, autonomous women’s institutions, and au- 
tonomous women’s movements are re-captured by male pow- 
er and turned against women’s interests. It is why, for years in 
the gender-critical world, we talked of the importance of re- 
building women’s institutions, and never again making them 
dependent on the beneficence, support, platforms or patron- 
age of men of any political stripe. For many feminist women 
this is the work we remain committed to, although for others, 


it seems, it is still a lesson to be learned. 


“Julie Bindel Stops by for “Tea” with Katie, Blocked and Reported Ee 


Podcast, 23 November 2022, blockedandreported.org/p/premium-jul- 


ie-bindel-stops-by-for#details. 


7UnHerd, ‘Helen Joyce & Julie Bindel: Should TERFs unite with the 
Right?; YouTube, 8 December 2022, youtube.com/watch?v=Ctc- 
m4cS6NVA. 


3Back when the gender-critical space was more firmly feminist, I would 
use ‘wokeism’ to refer to the particular witch-hunting identitarian dis- 
tortion of structural analysis we are discussing in this essay, in the un- 
derstanding that we knew what phenomenon wewere pointing at. I did 
so rather reluctantly, given its origin as an African-American term for 
being awake to the fact of structural racism, but at that point, the term 
was in wide popular usage, and was being used by many people to de- 
scribe what is also known as ‘cancel culture. ‘Woke’ also has a pithiness 
and linguistic dexterity none of the other available alternatives have. 
Given the increasing fusion of gender-critical space with right-wing 
‘Culture War’ discourse, using ‘woke’ is no longer remotely tenable for 
anyone who thinks the business of challenging oppression is not just 
an evil Marxist plot to destroy Western civilization and values and en- 


slave everyone in some feminized-lefty-multicultural-queer dystopia. 


Quite what the attack on ‘Western civilization and values’ consists 
of tends to vary depending on the values of the speakers in question. 
What is at stake is usually some combination of Enlightenment ration- 
ality, individual liberty, family values, natural patriarchal hierarchy, 
Christianity, or national and racial identity. That is, people concerned 
about a putative ‘War on the West’ tend to shade from classical liber- 
al-ish at one end, through various forms of social conservatism and 
right-wing libertarianism, to white and Christian nationalists at the 
other end. In the US, the exacerbation of the Culture War has been an- 
imated by the increasing influence of the evangelical movement and 
numerous well-funded political organizations networked through The 
| Council for National Policy (see Jayne Egerton, ‘Women and the Re- 
ligious Right’ from Issue Five). White and Christian nationalism has 
- also had an increasing influence on mainstream American discourse 
and the direction of the Republican Party, beginning with the Tea Party 
Movement that developed in the late 2000s in response to the election 
of Barack Obama, and running through to the present day MAGA and 
QAnon phenomena—although QAnon is an entire melange of con- 
spiracy theory. In the UK, Culture War discourse is increasingly being 
pushed by a variety of libertarian/contrarian/social conservative com- 
; mentators, many of whom are gathered around The Spectator and Spiked 
magazines, such as Douglas Murray, Brendan O’Neill, Rod Liddle, and 
Toby Young. The fact that these types of publications have been among 
the few prepared to platform gender-critical feminists exiled from 
mainstream leftish outlets, and that cultural warriors in general have 
_ taken up the cause of the silencing of gender-critical feminists, has 
been one of the conduits of importation of Culture War discourse, and 
anti-feminism more generally, into gender-critical space. This is most 
clearly illustrated by the extent to which it has become increasingly 
common for women to indict ‘cultural Marxism, ‘critical theory, and 
| the alleged ‘far left’ for the phenomenon of trans ideology. 


*Theocratic fascist’ is part of Matt Walsh’s Twitter bio. It’s presuma- 
bly intended to be ironic, although Walsh is but one high-profile rep- 
resentative of extreme conservative Christians who make up a good 
tranche of the anti-woke/anti-left cultural warriors in the US. Many of 
| these are Christian nationalists who think America should be a white 
Christian nation, and who, especially since the assault on the Capitol in 
January 2021, are becoming increasingly authoritarian. See for exam- 
ple ‘The quiet part is very much out loud: Conservative publication calls 
for embrace of totalitarianism, Religion Dispatches, 2 November 2022, 
religiondispatches.org/the-quiet-part-is-very-much-out-loud-con- 


servative-publication-calls-for-embrace-of-totalitarianism and Phil- 
ip S. Gorski and Samuel L. Perry, The Flag and the Cross: White Christian 
Nationalism and the Threat to American Democracy (Oxford University 


Press, 2022). 


5] was thinking here of US commentators on the edges of the gen- 
der-critical scene such as Benjamin Boyce, as well as James Lindsay, 
while in the UK it would apply to the likes of Douglas Murray or Toby 
Young. On the one hand, these commentators very much style them- 
selves as libertarian free-speech advocates and defenders of the tra- 
dition of Western Enlightenment reason. On the other, many of their 
| positions are socially conservative, and, as in the case of Lindsay, are 
now openly intersecting with the MAGA/QAnon phenomenon, which 
is also animated by Christian nationalism. A notable figure here, al- 
though somewhat more in the shadows, is Peter Thiel, a tech billion- 
aire and self-described ‘conservative libertarian’ who has been linked 
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to Toby Young’s Free Speech Union (Nafeez Ahmed, ‘Peter Thiel’s free 
speech for race science crusade at Cambridge University revealed, 
Byline Times, 10 December 2021, bylinetimes.com/2021/12/10/peter- 


thiels-free-speech-for-race-science-crusade-at-cambridge-universi- 


ty-revealed) and is considered a central player in the evolution of the 
MAGA phenomenon into what is being described as the ‘New Right.’ 
See James Pogue, ‘Inside the New Right, where Peter Thiel is placing 
his biggest bets; 20 April 2022, vanityfair.com/news/2022/04/inside- 


the-new-right-where-peter-thiel-is-placing-his-biggest-bets and 


Seth Moskowitz, ‘Understanding (and untangling) the New Right, Dis- 
course, 27 October 2022, discoursemagazine.com/politics/2022/10/27/ 


understanding-and-untangling-the-new-right. 


‘I am thinking here especially of Mary Harrington and Louise Perry, 
who have both claimed the label ‘reactionary feminist; and to some 
extent Kathleen Stock, who, like Harrington, has described her think- 


ing about women’s issues to be ‘post-liberal. Post-liberalism centres _ 


around a rejection of the atomistic nature of modern society and its 
ideals of liberal individualism, and notably, often indicts feminism for 
being grounded in ideals of liberal autonomy. I would of course argue 
that radical and materialist feminisms are grounded on precisely a cri- 
tique of such an ideal but that, unlike ‘post-liberal’ thinking, we con- 
sider liberal individualism to be but one manifestation of a generalized 
patriarchal veneration of masculine self-sufficiency. Post-liberalism, 
however, is much more indebted to a type of ‘One Nation/High Tory’ 
image of a pre-industrial, paternalistic community, in which patriar- 
chy is envisaged as a type of beneficent accommodation between the 
needs and interests of men and women (bluntly, women have babies 
and men support and protect them). See Mary Harrington, ‘Reaction- 
ary feminism, First Things, June 2021, firstthings.com/article/2021/06/ 


reactionary-feminism and Nina Power, ‘Why we need the patriarchy, 


Compact, 22 March 2022, compactmag.com/article/why-we-need- 


the-patriarchy. Some of the UK post-liberal feminists—along with 
Helen Joyce and Nina Power—have recently become involved in the 


US-based ‘Fairer Disputations’ project discussed by Jeni Harvey on ~~ 


page 46. See Fairer Disputations, ‘Fairer Disputations launch: What 


is sex-realist feminism?’ YouTube, 5 January 2023, youtube.com/ |~ 


watch? v=mdWzaCjFmPw. A number of the key players in this project 


are anti-abortion Catholics, and are using difference feminist critiques 
of the male default to craft arguments against women’s reproductive 
rights; see Erika Bachiochi, ‘Embodied Equality: Debunking Equal 
Protection Arguments for Abortion Rights, Harvard Journal of Law & 
Public Policy, 34.3 (2013), 889-950, harvard-jlpp.com/wp-content/up- 


loads/sites/21/2013/10/34_3_889_Bachiochi-1.pdf. 


7Significant numbers of people engaged in the fight against trans ide- 
ology have responded to the present concerns about the gender-crit- 
ical movement and the extreme right by arguing that there is effec- 
tively no such thing as the ‘gender-critical community/movement’ 
and that they are responsible only for representing themselves and 
their own ideas. While I have some sympathy for the desire to not be 
held responsible for anything other than what one says and does as 
an individual, and it is certainly true that by this stage, there is a vast 
array of different people and interests involved in the effort to resist 
trans ideology, I think it is a fundamental denial of political reality to 
pretend that politics does not depend on the generation of pressure 
through collective action, or that what we have been doing, rather suc- 
cessfully, in the UK since 2018, is impacting political discourse, public 


policy, and law, through collective political action. ] explore this ques- 
tion more fully in ‘Feminism, Liberal Individualism, and Collective 
Political Action’ on page 121. 


8While we are here I may as well clarify that this is what I was referring 
to in my response to Julia Long at the LGBA when I talked about dif- 
ferent ‘ontological positions. That short bit of speech has been widely 
misinterpreted to claim, variously, that I think some men can become 
women, or that women shouldn't use sex-based pronouns. Neither 
of which are positions I hold. (I don’t think men can become women, 
who knew???) Notably, Dr Long’s question was about neither of these 
issues. It was about making the distinction between ‘gender-identity 
extremists’ and ‘trans people’ in general. What I was objecting to was 
my perception that I was being asked to speak in such a way as to direct 
my critique at a group of people as such, rather than at the beliefs some 
of those people hold or the behaviours informed by those beliefs. It is 
pretty much a foundational article of my politics that we should direct 
political critique and action at structures, at ideas, at values, and not at 
people or groups of people. Directing politics at groups of people is iden- 
titarianism, slips very easily into tribal, dehumanizing othering, and 
is, I believe, antithetical to a feminist politics of non-domination (that 
was the ‘ontological position’ ] was referring to). 1 want nothing to do 
with it, and wanting nothing to do with it was why I responded more 
sharply than I probably should have. 

My deep dislike of identitarianism is also why I am sceptical about 
all forms of feminist politics which seriously consider that the prob- 
lem is ‘men’ per se, rather than patriarchy, or patriarchal masculinity, or 
‘the shit men do under the aegis of patriarchy.’ With respect to the gen- 
eral theme of this essay it’s worth noting that where feminist women 
come down on the question of right-wing drift often has something to 
do, I think, with the extent to which their feminism was already iden- 
titarian in nature. Some versions of radical feminism do tend towards 
identity politics, to naming ‘the enemy’ as men per se, and particularly 
towards indicting something inherent in male sexuality as the prob- 
lem. I think it is overly simplistic, however, to formalize this as a split 
between radical feminism and socialist feminism. (See for example DJ 
Lippy, ‘Feminism and the far left: Let women speak, Make More Noise, 28 
September 2022, makemorenoisemanc.wixsite.com/mysite/post/fem- 


inism-and-the-far-left-let-women-speak.) Many radical feminists are 


not identitarians, have a materialist account of patriarchy as a system 
of exploitation of women’s bodies and labour which is grounded in 
left-wing thinking, and can hold that thinking together with a trench- 
ant critique of the harms to women of male sexual dominance, vio- 
lence, and exploitation under patriarchy. Indeed, many of the women 
who have been dismissed as ‘socfems’ in this conflict because of their 
concerns about right-wing drift consider themselves to be principally 
radical feminists, myself included. 


°Given that one of the present tendencies in GC land is to accuse 
people raising concerns about right-wing alliances, or the increasing 
moral temperature of the rhetoric, of ‘nonce-apology, let me just state 
the obvious: feminists should all be deeply and implacably opposed 
to the sexual abuse of children. The issue here is principally about 
the difference between structural critiques of endemic male sexual 
violence against children, and individualizing rhetoric which locates 
the problem in specific ‘bad’ and ‘monstrous’ men. This is particularly 
germane to the issue of the intersection of ‘gender-critical’ discourse 
with the discourse of the extreme right—be that the Christian right, 
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or the white nationalist right. As Andrea Dworkin lucidly observes in 
Right-Wing Women, the right has never had a problem with recognizing 
violence in certain groups of ‘bad’ or ‘othered’ men—and this is where 
the discourse about ‘trans-identified males’ begins to coincide with 
the discourse about perverts, nonces, and Islamic grooming gangs. The 
conceit of the right is that there are ‘good’ men and ‘bad/othered’ men, 
and that the ‘good men’ will protect women and children from the ‘bad/ 
othered’ men. 

From the perspective of a feminist analysis of endemic struc- 
tural male violence, this is simply bullshit. Women and girls are far 
more likely to be subject to violence by men they know intimately than 
strangers. (This is not, as the TRAs like to claim, a reason why it’s total- 
ly fine to let any old male walk into women’s intimate spaces.) There is 
no class of ‘good men’ who can be relied upon to protect women from 
the ‘bad’ ones, although it is manifestly in the interests of males who 
want to usher women into the control of their protection racket to pre- 
tend that there is. It is also in the interests of men who have a specific 
concern with demonizing certain classes of ‘other’ men to pretend that 
it is only ‘other’ men who are sexually violent to women, while cover- 
ing over the abuses of allegedly ‘good’ men, and yes, I’m looking at you 
Tommy Robinson. It is not in the interests of advancing the feminist 
critique of endemic male violence to collude with a right-wing logic of 
‘good’ vs. ‘bad’ men (which is not to say that some individual men are 
not ‘good, it is to say that there are no classes of males who are exempt from 
being perpetrators of violence against women and girls). 


ro“And then there is feminism, oh yes. Many of us who describe our- 
selves as social conservatives, and | guess I do, are delighted to have 
alongside us on the barricades, on one issue and one issue only mind, 
transgenderism of course, feminists who more usually write scabrous 
man-hating stuff for the Grauniad. These ladies and gentlemen are 
the TERFs, trans-exclusionary radical feminists, or as they prefer to 
be called these days, the gender critical feminists. And while they too 
are grateful for our support—the likes of Julie Bindel and JK Rowling 
and Kathleen Stock—while they’re grateful for our support they do 
rather hold their noses in disgust when we speak. Don’t worry, like the 
Molotov Ribbentrop pact this alliance will not hold. [Applause] And 
it is we who should be holding our noses in this marriage of conven- 
ience, a shotgun marriage of convenience, because radical feminism 
has paved the way for the present insanities over transgenderism. Let 
me give you one great example, if you insist against all the available 
evidence from neurology from evolutionary science and evolutionary 
psychology, if you insist that there is no inherent innate hardwired dif- 
ference between men and women then you have built your very own 
transgender lavatory block. That’s where it comes from.” Rod Liddle, 
‘The Feminist Roots of Woke: How the West Went Mad; New Culture 
Forum Smith Lecture, 29 December 2022, available at youtube.com/ 
watch ?v=RHjXW-aAmB8. 

While Liddle predictably gives no clear argument for this claim, 


one presumes the thought goes something like this: feminists denied 
that there are any innate differences between men and women, so 
therefore they created the belief that men can become women. Clear- 
ly this argument falls flat on its face given that, insofar as feminists 
have denied sex-based differences, they were referring to psycholog- 
ical, behavioural and social differences, while the concept of gender 
identity at the heart of contemporary transgender ideology depends on 
the notion of innate psychological differences or some thought of ‘psy- 
chological sex. That is, feminist women critical of gender norms have 


opposed trans ideology precisely because it depends on the reification 
of sex-based stereotypes as a form of internal or psychological identi- 
ty. That said, as I’ve discussed elsewhere, the fear of biological deter- 
minism and the dominance of a form of feminist thinking that equates 
‘equality’ with ‘sameness’ did play its part in the Butlerian erasure of 
the sex/gender distinction and has fed into the adoption of trans ide- 
ology by third-wave feminists. However, this is not the ‘origin’ of trans 
ideology, and the women who adopted it are not ‘radical feminists’ and 
are not the women who formed the kernel of resistance to trans ideol- 
ogy. Indeed, there is a great deal of flattening of ‘what feminists think’ 
going on in the conservative anti-woke indictments of feminism— 
and this includes the reactionary post-liberal feminist contention (e.g. 
Mary Harrington) that feminism is entirely based on a liberal model of 
autonomy. In this respect, the caricaturing of feminist thought from 
the anti-wokes shares something in common with the caricaturing of 
feminist thought by TRAs. But none of us should really be surprised 
that feminism would get it in the neck from both directions. 


"JT should add here that I think Limpida’s account of the role played by 
Tumblr in the development of contemporary witch-hunting ‘wokeism’ 
is important, and in many respects, explanatory. Certainly far more 
explanatory than the narrative being peddled by Lindsay et al. A great 
deal of what he says about the interaction between digital technolo- 
gy, capitalism, and the ‘progressive’ instincts of the middle classes is 
spot on, as is what he says about the harmful nature of an identitar- 
ian, narcissistic, cry-bullying culture. As I explore in this essay, any 
belief system, including feminism, becomes harmful when it is used 
as an identitarian vehicle, becomes the basis of tribal identities, and 
is used to indict entire classes of people as unilaterally and inherent- 
ly ‘bad’ This tendency is certainly present in the way some feminists 
do feminism, and it certainly doesn’t do anything to help circumnay- 
igate men’s resistance to hearing what feminists have to say, although 
I think there are also many far more fundamental reasons for that 
resistance. The question of how much of this resistance is caused by 
feminist identitarianism and how much is because many men tend to 
get very defensive when ‘manhood’ is critiqued is probably, as always, 
a both/and. The fate of the term ‘toxic masculinity’ is illustrative here. 
My understanding of it was always as a way of denoting ‘those aspects 
of patriarchal masculinity that generate harmful effects, although it 
has come to be most usually understood as ‘masculinity is toxic; pos- 
sibly both by the people who use it approvingly, and by those who re- 
act with hostility. And while I agree with a lot of Limpida’s analysis, 
I think his account doesn’t adequately unpack the way that what he 
experienced as the demonization of maleness on Tumblr is related to 
identitarianism, and how identitarianism is exacerbated by social me- 
dia platforms. There is a contradiction he describes in the discourse he 
found there, but he doesn’t unfold its implications. On the one hand, 
Tumblr feminism took up the thought that oppression is entirely the 
result of socially constructed gender norms, and on the other it de- 
monized maleness in a way that made Limpida feel ashamed of being 
aman. But if the harmful behaviour of men is the result of their iden- 
tification with patriarchal masculinity, no man needs to be ashamed 
of being male, unless of course, one more or less consciously believes 
that the harmful behaviour of men is, in some sense, natural. Indeed, 
a politics of inherent sex-based difference, and the assertion that fem- 
inism is a doomed and dangerous project, is where Limpida ends up. 
See Limpida, Substack, 10 March 2022, strigoi.substack.com/p/tum- 


bling-into-trans-activism. 
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“All these things you think are different are actually the same.” James 
Lindsay (@ConceptualJames), Twitter, 16 June 2022, twitter.com/ 
ConceptualJames/status/15375 464992105 47208 ?s=20&t=InE6jIb- 
boE33pR57WJR_vA. 


*3To be fair, Lindsay’s bros now include the QAnon spin-off Moms for 
Liberty. 


*4Claims about the ‘oppression’ of trans people are thoroughly mixed 
up with evidence which pertains to aspects of their vulnerability, 
particularly suicide statistics, the use of evidence of violence against 
them, and in particular the annual event of Trans Day of Remem- 
brance. There are two issues here, the first of which is to do with the 
fact that evidence of vulnerability, stigmatization, or violence are 
not in themselves evidence of material structural oppression, absent 
a mechanism of material class-based exploitation, and this is all tied 
up with the effacement of material analysis in current ‘social justice’ 
activism. The second issue is that a lot of the statistics themselves are 
pretty dodgy. See Transgender Trend, ‘Suicide facts and myths, trans- 
gendertrend.com/the-suicide-myth and Georgina Lee, ‘FactCheck: 


How many trans people are murdered in the UK?’ Channel 4, 23 No- 
vember 2018, channel4.com/news/factcheck/factcheck-how-many- 


trans-people-murdered-uk. 


*5Given the current creep of ‘post-liberal’ and ‘sex-realist feminism’— 
read, evolutionary psychology and Catholic complementarianism! 
See Jeni Harvey’s ‘The Fairer Sex Fights Back’ on pages 46-47—I am 
currently feeling more sympathetic to these anxieties than I did when 


gender-critical talking points were more, um, gender critical. 


*6Harrington has, for example, argued that “Whereas radical fem- 
inists tend to see patriarchy as akin to a mass conspiracy to oppress 
women, I’ve come to see it as the aggregate result of human efforts to 
balance the conflicting interests of the two sexes” (‘Reactionary femi- 
nism, para. 9.) This account doesn't, I think, quite describe a situation 
in which women were conceived of as male property, denied their own 
legal existence, excluded from public life, not allowed to own prop- 
erty, refused education, etc. etc. Harrington concedes that patriarchy 
“has sometimes given rise to abuses and injustices,” but this pretty 
much handwaves an entire structural system (it’s not a conspiracy 
FFS) in which women were denied full personhood and confined to 
the domestic sphere, and it doesn’t grapple with the harm this does to 
women as human subjects or the fact that it makes them vulnerable to 
male control and male violence. There is also something rather galling 
about highly educated and intelligent women who seem to lead fulfill- 
ing intellectual lives, participate regularly in public debate and write 
columns for national newspapers, and who, one assumes, have male 
partners who support that, running around the public square extolling 
the virtues of the patriarchal family and expounding on the errors of 
feminism. This is something we might think of as the Schlafly paradox, 
in which conservative women build political or punditry careers in the 
public sphere by defending a set of social arrangements and values 
which exclude women from it; see Andrea Dworkin, Right-Wing Women 
(New York: Perigee Books, 1978), p. 29. 


Mary Harrington, ‘Why society still needs the family, UnHerd, 28 De- 
cember 2022. 
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*8Jane Clare Jones, The Annals of the TERF Wars and Other Writing (Radical 
Notion Books, 2022), pp. 133-44. 


*9This is how the leveraging of intersectionality was used to destroy the 
idea that women were the subject of feminism. 


7°As we're examining here—see also Rose Rickford on page 4—one 
of the things currently going on in the gender-critical movement is 
a conflict between women whose position is informed by feminist 
class-based analysis and women who think the movement should ba- 
sically be an identity movement that includes women because they are 
women irrespective of their beliefs. (This claim is not actually entire- 
ly true, because it excludes all women who think men are women, or 
hold any other belief sniffed at by woman-identitarianism, particu- 
larly, it seems, materialist feminist women who are not convinced by 
woman-identitarianism, right-wing alliances, or increasingly heated 
rhetoric about trans-identified people.) Right-wing women are indeed 
women, but anti-feminist women are not, in fact, feminists. If the 
gender-critical movement is not a feminist movement, but a woman- 
identity tribe, then it will include within it a whole host of women who 
hold views that feminist women will consider to be antithetical to the 
material interests of women, and the activity of the gender-critical 
movement will become increasingly enfolded in political activities 
with people who would use the understanding that men aren’t wom- 
en to harm, rather than further, the material interests of women. This, 
when it comes down to it, is what we are fighting about. I don’t think 
it’s trivial, I don’t think it’s just bitchy infighting, and I don’t think fem- 
inists wanting to do politics that doesn’t harm the material interests of 
women is just ‘purity politics. The fact that to understand this clear- 
ly necessitates understanding something about feminist class-based 
analysis, and how it might differ from identitarianism, is not being 
helped by the ‘us vs. them’ othering of feminist women that is going 
on. And it is not accidental, I think, that a core part of this identitarian 
othering involves rubbishing feminist analysis in general and telling 
women that there is nothing that really needs to be thought about here 
beyond grasping the fact that men aren’t women. 


The anti-woke populism of the Trumpian right is implacably opposed 
to the analysis of structural oppression, but they nonetheless think the 
‘American people’ are being nefariously oppressed by the coastal met- 
ropolitan deep-state elite. Go figure. 


It is certainly the case that some academic ideas were at least part- 
ly responsible for getting us into this mess in the first place, and that 
some of those ideas came from people who identified as feminists. One 
of the conversations we used to have a lot in gender-critical world was 
about the difference between second-wave and third-wave feminism, 
or between radical and liberal feminism, what went wrong with third- 
wave liberal feminism, and how it was turned against the interests of 
actual women in the real world. There is much less of this kind of talk 
now, and a great deal more straw-womaning of allegedly monolithic 
feminist beliefs, notably also among people who pride themselves on 
sketching out rigorous analytic arguments and defending robust intel- 
lectual debate. It is my rather controversial contention that a) the rem- 
edy to a bunch of bad bullshit ideas is not no ideas, but better ideas; and 
b) that everyone engaged in political action, and mobilizing people to 
political ends, is, in fact, trading in some bunch of ideas or other, and 
that exhorting people to not think and rubbishing people for thinking 
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is basically just a way of trying to exempt yourself from political cri- 
tique, which, in a movement supposedly grounded on defending wom- 
en’s right to voice political critique, is pretty damn ironic. 


*3My conceptualization of this battle was that we were perfectly within 
our rights to push transactivism back to the line where it had blatantly 
overstepped the expression of its own interests and was engaged in a 
project of walking right over the interests and needs of women and 
children and homosexuals. I consider all resistance to the erasure of 
sex in law, and all defence of women’s single sex spaces and resources, 
to fall under this. I do not now and have never, however, considered 
trans-identifying people to be ‘the enemy, and I do not believe that we 
have the right to try and impose any version of our understanding of 
trans identification on trans-identifying adults, because | believe it 
contrary to the principles of liberal democracy, and I also consider it 
to be antithetical to a feminist politics of non-domination. That said, 
I think women have every right to express disquiet about the harm to 
women of the performance of gender stereotypes, and to critique the 
dehumanizing fetishization that is clearly present in some forms of 
trans identification in males. There is, however, a distinction between 
expressing those critiques, and imposing them on others. Moreover, 
the current direction of travel in some parts of gender-critical dis- 
course is beginning to manifest in the claim that all forms of gender 
non-conformity in males is evidence of some kind of perversion. It 


shouldn't need to be said that this is profound gender conservatism. 


74With respect to the matter of dehumanizing trans-identified people, 
the first thing to think through is the sharp increase in gender-criti- 
cal space of the practice of simply sharing images of trans people and 
basically mocking and expressing disgust at their appearance. This 
is not an entirely straightforward issue. There are reasons to use im- 
ages of trans-identified males in order to show people that many of 
them are transparently, perceptibly male. There are also reasons for 
women wanting to critique the way some trans identification in males 
manifestly expresses a dehumanizing fetishization of women, and an 
understanding of what it is to be a woman that equates it with being a 
degraded sexual object. I understand why women find this profoundly 
offensive, and why their response to it might be one of disgust. That 
said, there is something else going on with the need to repeat and re- 
peat and repeat this experience of disgust, and with the certain glee 
with which it is performed. There is an account now on gender-critical 
Twitter called @TroonyToons which consists of nothing but pictures 
of trans-identified males, and its purpose seems largely to be eliciting 
mockery and ‘puke’ emojis. It now has nearly 30,000 followers. As I 
wrote in my piece on ‘Gay Rights and Trans Rights’ (see The Annals, pp. 
67-75), I think there are very good reasons to be suspicious of moral 
disgust and the leveraging of moral disgust as a political force, because 
it’s dehumanizing and othering and shades towards violence. In that 
essay I argued that the oft-made claim that the opposition to trans ide- 
ology was just like homophobia fails because the opposition to trans 
ideology is not grounded on moral disgust towards trans people, from 
which it follows that if it is grounded on moral disgust towards trans 
people, then that critique has a lot more weight. Once again, what we 
see is that as gender-critical discourse moves towards identitarianism 
and othering, the transactivist portrait becomes more plausible. 
Along with this move towards identitarianism, unsurprisingly, 
comes increasingly intemperate rhetoric, and in particular, rhetoric 


that uses sovereigntist language about colonization and invasion, or 


which positions trans people as monsters, contaminants, or para- 
sites. Two particularly notable examples occurred during Kellie-Jay 
Keen’s US tour, one in which Keen referred to “parasitical invaders” 
(Fadical Nemesist [@FadicalNem], Twitter, 13 November 2022, twit- 


ter.com/FadicalNem/status/159188 4033612746752 ?s=20&t=RgzyiE- 


jptHQYxrflFzhBkA) and one in which a speaker at one of her events 
spoke of the need for “decent” men to “call out the deviants among 
them” and “eradicate these monsters from society” (Lorelei [@hat- 
pinwoman], Twitter, 16 November 2022, twitter.com/hatpinwoman/ 


status/1592898827128041476). Efforts by some women to warn of the 


dangers of this kind of dehumanizing rhetoric were greeted with the 
hostility now routinely meted out to women voicing concerns about 


the direction of travel. 


*5What I mean by that is this: feminism is an analysis of male domi- 
nance in particular, and of a culture based on mechanisms of domi- 
nation more generally. If you are not an identitarian, and you actually 
believe in the sex/gender distinction, you don’t think ‘men are bad’ is 
an adequate explanation of how patriarchy works. The answer we have 
to how patriarchy works is, basically, through mechanisms of exploita- 
tion backed up by mechanisms of othering, with de Beauvoir’s account 
of ‘Woman as Other’ being the axiomatic example. What that means is 
that identitarian and narcissistic othering is fundamental to the struc- 
ture of patriarchy, and the systems of domination it spawns. Part of 
the solution to domination is mutual recognition, and refusing to oth- 
er groups of people, as well as then recognizing the legitimate needs 
of those people, and not dehumanizing them by using them as means 
to your ends, or otherwise exploiting them. Ergo, othering groups of 
people—even if you are doing it in the name of the defence of women, 
or woman-identity—is a replication of patriarchy. 

TRAs, of course, whatever their rhetoric, are in no way committed 
to a politics of non-domination, and trans ideology is actually just a 
massive exercise in reifying ‘Woman as Other, refusing to grant wom- 
en any kind of recognition at all, and riding roughshod over wom- 
en’s needs and interests. Women have every right to resist this with 
everything at their disposal. However, at the point at which we start 
othering ‘trans-identified people’ as a group, and completely riding 
roughshod over their needs and interests, I have concerns. Obviously 
this is a profoundly complex question which we used to, back in the old 
‘balancing rights’ days, spend a lot of time discussing. The answer now 
seems to be that trans-identified people are all a bunch of ‘perverts’ 
and they don’t have any legitimate needs at all. We all recognize that 
there are real problems for women posed by the fetishistic aspect of 
trans identification in some males, and there are real and challenging 
problems about how that should be handled inside a liberal democrat- 
ic framework where you have to some extent tolerate people doing 
and believing things that you really don’t like and think are harmful. 
It would be very helpful to be able to discuss this outside of a binary 
framing which is increasingly opposing a group of people who are ap- 
parently comfortable with othering trans-identified people as a mon- 
olith (and are increasingly turning their attention to trans-identified 
females and detransitioners as well) and people who want to extend 
some recognition to the needs and distress of trans-identified people 


and who are increasingly positioned as traitors. 


°To be frank, while they sometimes throw around the word ‘patriar- 
chy, TRAs have basically edited out the fact that patriarchy is a system 
of male dominance, in favour of the more amenable ‘gender-based 
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oppression.’ This is evidently necessary, because otherwise the fact of 
trans women being male would bring the whole house of cards down, 
which, indeed, it does. 


*7At this point, the TRAs will undoubtedly turn around and smugly in- 
form me that feminist women should just have submitted to being re- 
defined in law (well, they wouldn't be that honest), because the inevita- 
ble result of not giving them what they demanded was always fascism. 
To which I’d say: patriarchy is a hall of mirrors. A constant process of 
flipping backwards and forwards between one ‘either/or’ extreme and 
the other. The new-fangled patriarchs were always already a 180-de- 
gree inversion of the old-fangled kind, still with added entitlement! 
It’s no surprise to people who know how this shit works that trying to 
bulldoze nature and erase all boundaries would give a fuckton of ener- 
gy to people who want to retrench nature and shore up all boundaries. 
And it turns out that when you try and ride roughshod over other peo- 
ple’s needs, refuse to grant them a shred of recognition, and try and 
bully and demonize them into compliance, they get fucking angry and 
scared, and a good number of them will end up trying to demonize 
and dominate you in return. (To be fair, a good deal of fuel has also 
been poured on this fire by the ‘HOUSE IS ON FIRE’ crew.) While I un- 
derstand very well why women are angry and scared, I still maintain 
that if this fight is about resisting patriarchy, and we are committed, 
therefore, to a politics of anti-domination, this is not what we should 
be about. And so, here we find ourselves, feminists trying to defend 
women’s liberation and material class interests, increasingly pincered 
between two mirror-image tribes who want to slug it out over wom- 


an-identity. 


8See Kathleen Stock, ‘On guilt-by-association, Substack, 4 July 2022, 
kathleenstock.substack.com/p/on-guilt-by-association. 


*9This issue is presently all vastly complicated by the extent to which 
TRAs and SJWs more generally have gone around throwing the charge 
of ‘hatred, ‘bigotry, and ‘fascism,’ at pretty much anyone who so much 
as questions them, and certainly at anyone who maintains that men 
aren't women. There is certainly a suffocating self-righteous piety an- 
imating a lot of this, and a drive to prove how good one is by running 
about pointing fingers at all the bad terrible people. It is also extremely 
hypocritical, for while it justifies itself by reference to the paradox of 
tolerance, there has been an unrelenting refusal to engage with what 
gender-critical women are actually saying, in favour of just dismissing 
us all as bigots. Not engaging with the actual individuals in front of you 
and what they are saying, and just reducing them all to your projec- 
tions and preconceptions, is an axiomatic operation of othering. Many 
GC people have recently started claiming that, in fact, this tendency of 
TRAs means the word ‘fascist’ or the concept of ‘far right’ no longer 
means anything, by which logic the word ‘woman’ no longer means an- 
ything either. It is not the case, that is, that some people abusing a word 
means that the word no longer signifies anything, or you can thereby 
handwave the fact that some politics is primarily animated by othering 
minority groups and that there is an association between that and, say, 
white nationalism of the type propagated by Tommy Robinson. And it 
is possible that some people are genuinely worried about the dangers 
and harms inherent in othering people, and not because their primary 
concern is signalling to other people what a good and virtuous person 
they are. 


3°In one of the moments of this conflict that I found the most person- 
ally and politically painful, Helen Joyce wrote: “Perhaps the gentry 
left wants to throttle gender lunacy behind closed doors because it’s 
so embarrassing to be its origin. Or perhaps it’s because the only end 
to genderism they are willing to contemplate is as part of a glorious 
socialist future. Have a read of the Woman’s Place UK manifesto. The 
group started as a single-issue campaign against gender self-ID, which 
everyone except the genderist left could rally around. Its broader plat- 
form, however, is to bring about a gender-free Marxist utopia—a goal 
that hardly anyone in Britain shares, and which will happen, if at all, 
only in some far-distant future. This isn’t my vision of the way I want 
the world to be, and I’m not in this fight to help rescue the left from 


me 


its lunatic fringe.” ‘Joyce Activated Issue 22, 29 September 2022, the- 


helenjoyce.com/joyce-activated-issue-22. 


I don’t think this is a fair representation of the situation. It has 
always been clear that for many feminist women the fight against 
trans ideology is part of the larger battle for women’s liberation, and 
one of the things that energized the early days of the gender critical 
movement was a sense that the project of women’s liberation had got 
derailed, and the impact of trans ideology had given many women 
an opportunity to find their way back to it. Joyce was more than well 
aware of feminist women’s politics, included many points drawn from 
feminist analysis in her book, had many open and interesting conver- 
sations with us, and participated in conferences at UCL explicitly titled 
‘Women’s Liberation.’ We always knew that she didn’t entirely share 
our politics, and that was okay. There was, nonetheless, a lot of mutual 
respect. It is very hard then to hear our political project being charac- 


terized in such dismissive terms. 


*It’s worth noting here that the existence of the UK Equality Act 2010 
is a product of legal changes won by the social movements over the 
last half century which fought against systemic structural inequality, 
codifying as it did the Equal Pay Act (1970), the Sex Discrimination 
Act (1975), the Race Relations Act (1976), and the Disability Discrim- 
ination Act (1995). It’s worth further noting that the existence of rig- 
orous equalities legislation in the UK, and the success of feminism in 
ensuring sex-based protections in law, was one of the main hooks on 
which gender-critical feminists have been able to hang their resistance 
to trans ideology, a situation made much harder in the US, where the 
Equal Rights Amendment was never successfully ratified. 


It is understandable that many women are entirely fucked off with 
the institutional left over the trans issue, and materialist and radical 
feminists are also among their number. This is something that is, how- 
ever, also feeding heavily into the right-wing drift and the intersec- 
tion with anti-woke, anti-leftist discourse. It doesn’t seem to matter 
how many times materialist critics of ‘social justice’ identitarianism 
point out that it is a distortion of basic left-wing analysis, the ‘it’s the 
FAR LEFT’ framing is increasingly prevalent. One of the most pain- 
ful things here is that feminist objections to right-wing drift are being 
handwaved and caricatured as a product of puritan lefty identitari- 
anism by women who know us personally, who should know that we 
object to identitarian witch-hunting just as much as they do, and with 
whom we have worked, drunk, and broken bread quite happily, despite 
the fact that we all knew we didn’t share exactly the same political un- 
derstanding of the world. 

In strategic and political terms, this increasing hostility to the left 
is also associated with the idea that we can win the fight against trans 
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ideology by just ‘going around’ the genderist institutional left, as Joyce 
suggests in ‘Joyce Activated Issue 22. Joyce thinks it’s “absurd” that 
we think the battle against trans ideology can only be won when we 
win the argument with the people who are most inclined to believe it. 
I think comprehensively discrediting trans ideology is the only way to 
reach a permanent and democratic resolution to the current conflict, 
and I’m not sure what the alternative is ... amassing enough right-wing 
power and simply crushing it to death? Which would not be an entirely 
consistent strategy for those who also style themselves defenders of 
free speech and open debate. I also think that given the Labour Party 
is likely to form the next government, this just isn’t very pragmatic. 
This is not, as has been claimed by some GC women, a matter of the 
fact that alleged ‘socfems’ are just in the business of ‘carrying water 
for left-wing men’ and that our allegiance is primarily to the Labour 
Party rather than women’s interests. It is true that we think feminism 
is a project rooted in the left, because it is a project rooted in the ma- 
terialist analysis of oppression, and it is also the case that we think a 
government committed to maintaining public services is much better 
for women’s interests than a government that seems mainly interested 
in carving up what is left of the welfare state and flogging it to their 
mates. But strategically speaking, if the Labour Party forms the next 
government, it will matter that we have done everything we can to win 
the argument within the broader left, and it will matter whether there 
are receipts that demonstrate that the gender-critical project has got 
tied up with the kind of othering of groups of people that profoundly 
alienates leftish people and is one of the main reasons why they fell for 
trans ideology in the first place. 


33One of the starkest examples of this kind of absurdity is Heath- 
er Brunskell-Evans’s ‘Policing human females, the subtitle of which 
is ‘Let women speak!’ but which should probably be subtitled ‘A 
high-profile feminist tells other women to shut up because they are 
high profile and explains why they should stop critiquing the politics 
of other women who are also high profile. Savage Minds Substack, 
14 October 2022, savageminds.substack.com/p/policing-adult-hu- 


man-females. 


34KellieJayKeen, ‘Reboot of ENTIRE rant “Right Women are Wom- 


en,”’ YouTube, 23 September 2022, youtube.com/watch?v=RZWuzi- 
ODryU&list=TLPQMDcxMTIwMjldvnLUwF-KPw. 


35KellieJayKeen, ‘How feminism lost. #letwomenspeak #PosieParker, 
YouTube, 4 January 2023, youtube.com/watch?v=8Mo4Pe7A3HY. Jean 


Hatchet, ‘Announcing feminism is dead won't kill it” The Critic, 22 Janu- 


ary 2023, thecritic.co.uk/announcing-feminism-is-dead-wont-kill-it. 


3°] do not think it is entirely unreasonable to be angry with academic 
feminists for selling women out, and I have expressed a fair amount of 
rage about it in my time. I do, however, think it is foolish to not attend 
to the power dynamics that were instrumental in how this happened, 
and to not understand how those power dynamics might repeat them- 
selves. ] am moreover pretty sceptical about this kind of claim when 
it is folded inside a general effort to position all feminist thinking as 


inherently suspect. 


BOTH / AND 


Women’s Rights and Trans Rights 
BY KAY GREEN 


LEFT, RIGHT, AND OUT OF PATIENCE 


People claiming they support both women’s rights and trans 
rights have become a source of screaming frustration for fem- 
inists, because ‘trans rights’ has come to mean a whole host of 
terrible things: ‘sex self-ID; compulsory pronoun statements, 
vindictive and apparently anti-feminist language policing, the 
‘right’ of salacious drag queens to present as children’s story 
tellers, the ‘right’ of schools and community organizations to 
lead your children into very strange beliefs, often including the 
right not to tell you if your children plan to present as the op- 


posite sex. 


To make matters worse, while sex-based-rights campaigners 
have been banging their heads against the wall trying to get 
people to say what they mean, we’ve had six months of battles 
over the left-right issue, with many opponents of women’s 
rights claiming that ‘gender critical’ is synonymous with right- 


wing, regressive politics. 


I had planned to write an article for this ‘Both/And’ feature 
about the left-right issue but, between the idea occurring and 
the magazine coming out, it felt as though whole swathes of 
the women’s movement had reduced that debate to volleys of 
“oh yes you are!” and “oh no I’m not!” The result was every bit 
as helpful (not) as the non-debates between women and so- 


called trans-rights activists. 


So instead, I’d like to suggest that these two problems are con- 
nected: what ‘trans rights’ has come to mean and how to dis- 
tinguish true feminism from the Trump-style regressive, far- 
right ultra-conformism—these are two issues that cannot be 
solved with words alone whilst queer theorists are out there 


queering every word you try to use. 


I personally believe that feminism is naturally of the left— 
there is no kind of centrist politics that takes proper account 
of the issues of race, sex, and class that oppress women. There 
is no right-wing philosophy that allows women to thrive 
whether or not they happen to conform to the establishment’s 


preferred style of living. Women need a society where other 
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women look out for them. Women need to band together to 
ensure proper care for child-bearing women, and for carers in 
general. Women need a welfare state, decent pensions, and a 
national administration that takes environmental problems 
seriously. None of those things are to be had from big-busi- 


ness-oriented, profit-based politics. 


Furthermore, many of the things women need overlap with, 
or are identical to, what trans people need and should be cam- 
paigning for. Trans people who are also genuinely socialist are 
looking for a tolerant, prejudice-free society that takes account 
of and caters for everyone’s needs. The thing is: how do we do 
that, when there appears to be a conflict of rights between us? 
For the world at large, that conflict centres around the impos- 
sibility of preserving female-only spaces, services, and sports, 
whilst allowing males to ‘be’ women—but for feminists, it’s 
much more. It’s about the centrality of what it means to be a 


woman. 


THE BATTLE THAT MUST BE HAD 


We should not shrink from stating that the ideology that 
brought us ‘self-ID’ is diametrically opposed to both femi- 
nism and socialism. Gender-identity-ideology believers deny 
or minimize the physicality of sex, because they need to be 
viewed entirely in terms of ‘gender’—that is, sex-based stere- 
otypes, characteristics and expression. That is the point that 
clashes unavoidably with feminists’ interests in bringing up 
our daughters to understand that a woman is a person with a 
female body and whatever character and style of expression 
works for her. Trying to resolve the current conflict cannot be 
done without establishing the existence and the importance 
of sex, as we have seen from the impractical nonsense we get 


from those who try it. 


HOW NOT TO DOIT 


The Women’s Equality Party’s Mandu Reid, for example, pro- 
poses solving the prisons problem by abolishing women’s pris- 
ons altogether. Similarly, many transactivists look forward to 


‘the end of gender. Both are attractive ideas, essential for de- 


bate, but neither take account of what people are going through 
right now. There are women in prison who've been abused and 
manipulated by males all their lives. They are now, today, living 
under all the fear and stress of being bound to a system that 
could choose to lock them up with a male rapist any day. There 
are transwomen out there now—people who have medically, 
chemically, and socially done everything they can think of to 
fit in amongst women—who are now, today, living under the 
stress of a battle between transactivists supposedly fighting on 
their behalf and women who know why sex-based rights are 
necessary. For transwomen, that means every decision they 
make as they go through every day is politically charged. Even 
those of us (myself included) who don’t accept that males can 
‘be’ women should be able to grasp that those transwomen are 
stuck in a constant and draining quandary, if not perhaps in 
as much physical danger as young women in a porn-soaked, 


rape-culture world. 


Why is the WEP sacrificing vulnerable women now? Why did 
the self-proclaimed feminist Nicola Sturgeon take the lead in 
doing the same in Scotland? Why are transactivists putting 
trans people in this terrifyingly difficult position? I’d say it’s 
because none of them are really interested in the welfare of 
trans people or anyone else. Looking out for the vulnerable is, 
as ever, the job of feminists and socialists. We are the ones who 
must find a way that works for everyone, because only those 
who have studied patriarchy, and so can see sexism in all its 
terrible guises—only feminists, in other words—can really 
understand that it’s inevitably women and girls who suffer 


most when society is not working well. 


The best evidence I have of that inconvenient fact is my own 
relationship with men, including with my partner of 20 years, 
which has been much improved by my reading of studies and 
reports by ‘man-hating, ‘extremist’ radical feminists such as 
Sheila Jeffreys; and what knowledge I do have about the causes 
and likely solutions to male violence comes from women writ- 
ing about their work in rape-crisis centres and other women’s 
services. Like it or not, I'd say it’ll have to be women like them 
who find the answers for women, for trans people, and for the 
young people who've been sucked into the trans movement 


and end up with nowhere to turn. 


To do all that, we need to give our institutions and political 
organizations a clear understanding of the facts, but if the 
goings-on of the last few years have proven anything it’s that 
we'll never get anxious, poll-watching politicians to say what 
they mean by scary things like ‘trans rights’ and ‘sex-based 
rights.’ Nor will we ever convince the world we're not right- 


wing by trying to slug it out on demos and counter-demos and 
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social media. What we need to do is to get on, loudly and vis- 
ibly, with all the things that feminists and socialists are sup- 
posed to do: tackling poverty, racism, and the climate crisis; 
bringing people together to defend the NHS in the UK and our 
community services; and standing up for any group of citizens 
who are campaigning for any needs that come under human 


rights and justice for all. 


THE SOLUTION 


Wherever people have successfully dodged the gender-identi- 
ty-ideology cult, you will find feminists advocating for women 
and girls, promoting a life that does not centre around males 
and a masculinist world view, and a culture which values the 
importance of caring for others. That is the arena in which to 
come together to look for solutions that don’t endanger wom- 
en and girls, or black or working-class people, to canvass for a 
world that takes account of the needs of oppressed and minor- 
ity groups such as refugees, disabled people, elderly people— 
and yes, trans people as well, because the key point here is that 
socialists should not just fight for people like themselves, nor 


should they just fight for people they agree with. 


Genuine socialism stands up for everyone and seeks solutions 
that work for everyone. So long as they don’t mind being dis- 
agreed with about the definition of ‘woman, ordinary (as op- 
posed to gender-identity-evangelist) trans people can cope 
with frank discussions about sex-related issues. Conversely, 
women should be able to cope with there being some people 
out there who think there’s a way of dressing that counts as 
‘like a woman. You don’t have to agree with an idea to tolerate 
the existence of someone who is thinking it. If we are failing 
to manage that, we have become as bad as the ‘cultish’ trans 


activists we've been complaining about. 


If those are our values, we need to be out there doing. Not hav- 
ing stand-offs against women with different ideologies, but 
building all the things women and girls need. We should be 
doing anti-war, anti-racism and anti-VAWG work, communi- 
ty and education work. Of course, many of us are doing those 
things, including addressing one of the most painful problems 
that’s come out of the gender-identity craze—finding a way to 
help those young people who have been damaged and misled 
by those who sell the idea of ‘transition! If we get on with those 
tasks, and talk about them, it will be obvious that we are not 
Donald Trump, we are not Nigel Farage, and we are not a sort 
of trans-focused Ku Klux Klan. You wouldn't see any of them 
running refugee-support centres, or education co-ops, or anti- 


racist rallies, would you? 


THE REAL TEST OF THE LEFT 


If you are really on the left, you are always looking for solu- 
tions that work for all. If you are really feminist, you look out 
for all women and girls, not just the ones you agree with. That 
has always been the test of feminist and socialist activism. Let’s 
not talk about being ‘politically homeless; when we have such 
a large and vibrant women’s movement. Let’s get on with the 
wider work, so that would-be socialists can see us, and join in 
with us, but ‘the right’ can’t, because ‘the right’ just can’t be do- 


ing with looking after everyone indiscriminately. 


far-right conformists. That would be a far more efficient way 
of demonstrating that feminism is naturally of the left than 


having rows about it on Facebook. 


Kay Green is a publisher, editor, and English teacher. Her career has 
revolved around a love of language, communication, and story but she 
regularly gets embroiled in politics—from Occupy to the RMT, from the 
Labour Party to the margins, always trying to do feminism amongst so- 
cialists, socialism amongst environmentalists, anti-racism among femi- 


nists. Likes a quiet life. Blogs at kaygreen.blog. 


Apart from all the obvious benefits, that trajectory would, 


sooner or later, see us defending trans people from obsessive 


STATEMENT 


Our Response to Jayne Egerton’s Comments About 
Our Work in Her Article in THE RADICAL NOTION 


BY WDI AND WDI UK’ 


Women’s Declaration International (WDI), formerly known as the Women’s Human Rights Campaign (WHRC), promotes the Declaration on 
Women’s Sex-Based Rights at an international level. Women’s Declaration International UK (WDI UK) is the UK chapter of Women’s Declaration 
International. The Declaration reaffirms that women’s rights are rooted in women’s experiences as a sex, and challenges all the forms of discrimi- 
nation against women and girls that result from the replacement of the category of sex with gender identity’ in law and policy, and from ‘surrogate’ 


motherhood and related practices. The Declaration can be found at www.womensdeclaration.com. 


In August 2021 Jayne Egerton published an article called ‘Women and the Religious Right’ in the journal THE RADICAL NOTION. This is a sub- 
scription journal, and the article was not made generally available until Woman’s Place UK uploaded it to their website and tweeted about it in July 


this year. We were unaware of the article’s content until then. On reading it, we were shocked at the way in which it misrepresents our work. 


The article implies that WDI and WDI UK work with right-wing Christian groups, although it does not explicitly say so. It creates the impression 
that we work with right-wing groups on the basis of our associations—and assumed associations—with other feminist groups. It includes no facts 
which support this impression, as there are no such facts. Jayne’s article also includes assertions about our working relationships with other feminist 


groups which are inaccurate. 


One of the groups concerned is the US group Women’s Liberation Front (WoLF), who are involved in strategic alliances with right-wing Christian 
groups. Jayne’s article asserts that, “There are considerable overlaps between WoLF and WHRC , in terms of UK- and US-based activists who play the 


leading roles in both groups. This offers some explanation as to why they've ended up embracing the same strategy.” 


Saying that WDI are “embracing the same strategy” as WoLF is tantamount, in the context of Jayne’s article, to saying that WDI work with right- 
wing Christian groups. We do not work with any right-wing groups, and we never have. We have a good relationship with WoLE, but we are different 


organisations who work in different ways. 


The other group on which Jayne’s speculations about our work are based is WDI USA. Jayne correctly states that WDI USA were involved with the 
Title IX Coalition in the US, which campaigns to keep women’s sports single-sex. It includes Save Women’s Sports and WoLE, as well as conservative/ 


right-wing groups. WDI USA were involved with this campaign until June this year. Jayne wrongly implies that therefore WDI and WDI UK also 
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work with right-wing groups. As with all WDI chapters, WDI USA and WDI UK make independent decisions about the alliances each of us make. 


WDI is proud to be an international non-partisan feminist organisation promoting women’s sex-based rights. 


Jayne states that WDI’s campaign is “driven from the US and UK.” It is not. WDI has chapters in 22 countries across six continents. Each country 
chapter decide their own campaigning strategies according to their country’s particular political circumstances. Jayne’s assertion that women in the 


US and the UK drive the campaigning work of women in the WDI chapters in the rest of the world insults those women. 


Jayne could have contacted us to find out who we work with before publishing the article. Instead, she chose to make insinuations about our work 
based on our associations with other feminist groups. We are shocked by this lack of concern for accuracy in an article which sets out to critique the 
work of other feminists. Given how obviously speculative Jayne’s assertions about WDI and WDI UK are, we are surprised that THE RADICAL 
NOTION agreed to include them in the article without contacting us for clarification. 


We have asked Jayne and the editor of THE RADICAL NOTION, Jane Clare Jones, to meet with us to try to reach a constructive resolution of the 
article's misrepresentations about our work. When we have tried to arrange a date on which to meet, Jayne has stated that she could not meet us due 


to other commitments. 


THE RADICAL NOTION has offered to publish our response to Jayne’s article as a letter in the next issue of the journal, due to be published in 
December [2022]. We have sent this statement in the form of a letter to the journal and look forward to its publication. We also ask that THE RAD- 
ICAL NOTION make this statement/letter available on its social media platforms as soon as possible. 


Woman's Place UK made Jayne’s article available on their website several months after it was published. We assume that the reason they did not seek 
to check its accuracy with us before doing so was because we had not made a public statement about it during those months. We are asking them to 


append this statement to Jayne’s article on their website, and to make it available on their social media platforms as soon as possible. 


‘Editors’ Note: This statement was originally published online in September 2022 and is reprinted here with permission. Women’s Declaration, 
‘Statement from WDI and WDI UK; womensdeclaration.com/en/resources/statements-and-letters/statement-from-wdi-and-wdi-uk. 


RESPONSE 


BY THE RADICAL NOTION EDITORIAL TEAM AND JAYNE EGERTON 


In Issue Five of THE RADICAL NOTION, we published an article by Jayne Egerton, titled ‘Women and the Religious Right." The 
article asked British and US-based activists in Women’s Declaration International (WDI, then WHRC) to clarify their position on 
working with Christian right groups. We are heartened to read a clear statement from WDI International and WDI UK that they 
do not work with right-wing groups and that they differ in that respect from WoLF and WDI USA. 


As was clear in Jayne Egerton’s original article, our main concerns relate to the US chapter of WDI. We appreciate the confirma- 
tion from WDI International and WDI UK that WDI USA has indeed been working with right-wing Christian groups as part of 
the Title 1X Coalition.” 


The piece also directed some questions at UK activists, and described WDI as “driven from the US and UK.” This is because, al- 
though WDI describes itself as a global organization with chapters around the world, the dominant political ethos and analysis 


of WDIis set by the core UK and US activists (we do not claim that this includes all the volunteers, by any means). 


Two of WDI’s three British directors, Sheila Jeffreys and Maureen O'Hara, are named as authors of the Declaration on its web- 
site.3 The only other named author, Heather Brunskell-Evans (also UK-based), was a director until June 2020. Jo Brew, another 
British woman and the co-ordinator of WDI, is now the third director. The registered office is in Suffolk, UK. It was launched in 


New York in the spring of 2019 at an event hosted by WoLF (the first and highest-profile US ‘radical feminist’ group to work with 
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religious right-wing groups on the issue of transactivism). Sheila Jeffreys has featured frequently in WDI’s webinars, including 
Feminist Question Time, a weekly online webinar. In January 2021, she explicitly endorsed radical feminists working with the 
Christian right in one of those webinars.* Whilst FQT involves international contributors, it is produced in the UK and chaired 


by Jo Brew. 


This is not to dismiss or trivialize the locally based activism of individual chapters—Vaishnavi Sundar and WDI India deserve a 
special mention in that regard—but rather to be realistic about power relations between the Global North and South. The history 
of transnational feminism surely teaches us that feminist campaigns which are founded by white Western women may struggle 
to embody the principles of global sisterhood. As a (former) member of the private Facebook group set up to advance the Declara- 
tion, Jayne Egerton based her analysis on first-hand knowledge. There was a lively and heated debate in that group about putting 
the Declaration out to consultation in order to ensure that it did not simply reflect the priorities and voices of women in the Glob- 
al North. How could this Declaration claim to be a global document when it had limited input from women outside of the West? 
Why was it being launched in New York? The women who expressed these views, including one woman from the Global South, 
were overruled and it was decided that obtaining signatures from around the world would be a reasonable substitute for such a 
consultation. In the absence of a democratic process and a truly global consultation, what mechanisms exist for WDI chapters 


outside the UK and US to influence the organization’s priorities? 


The organizations with which WDI USA and WoLF partner have a global footprint. The ADF, a strategic legal group, seeks to es- 
tablish right-wing Christian supremacy and hegemony, not only in the US, but across the world.‘ Its interventions in countries 
which already have a WDI chapter (such as Poland) or ones where a chapter might develop, will be of concern to many feminists 


in those countries, particularly lesbians, because of ADF’s fundamental opposition to abortion rights and homosexuality. 


Jayne Egerton’s original article suggested that the US chapter of WDI was working with the same stable of organizations with 
which WoLF collaborates. Far from being unchecked, this section of the article was backed up by first-hand sources, which we 
were unable to share at that time for ethical reasons. Since publication, the article’s claims about WDI USA have been confirmed 
by former WDI USA board member Katherine Acosta. In several blogs, Acosta has named the relevant organizations: the Herit- 


age Foundation, Concerned Women for America, the ADF and (more latterly) the Independent Women’s Forum.® 


Jayne Egerton’s article was careful not to make any definitive statements about any other WDI chapter, nor about individual 
signatories or volunteers. However, given the key roles played by Kara Dansky in WoLF (as former Board chair), WDI USA (she is 
the current President), and WDI International (Dansky chairs the WDI Legal Committee), and the core role played by UK-based 
women in the development of the Declaration and the governance of WDI International, we maintain it was reasonable to ask 


questions about the extent to which this strategy was shared or condoned across the organization as a whole. 


WDI state that “Each country chapter decide their own campaigning strategies according to their country’s particular political circumstances.” 
However, the insistence—both in WDI UK and WDI’s response to our article and in the FAQ section of the WDI website—that 
they are not linked with US far-right groups suggests that they realize they would incur reputational damage from such relation- 


ships.’ 


WDI’s website states that “As well as the position stated in our Declaration on Women’s Sex-Based Rights, WDI opposes sex- 
ism, racism and antisemitism.”* We suggest that these principles are incompatible with remaining agnostic about the US chapter 
working with groups whose core values are undoubtedly both sexist and racist, and which can, by any reasonable measure, be 


described as ‘far right. 


Given the devastating loss of women’s abortion rights in the US and Poland as a result of decades of religious right-wing organ- 
izing, and the presence of far-right organizations at a ‘gender-critical’ event in the UK, we feel it is both important and urgent to 


evaluate all the risks involved in collaborating with forces who evidently do not have women’s interests at heart.® 


We thank WDI and WDI UK for engaging with this important strategic issue for the global feminist movement. We welcome fur- 


ther dialogue on these issues, and stand by the arguments and assertions in Jayne Egerton’s original article. 
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ceuk.org/2022/07/02/women-and-the-religious-right-in-the-usa- 


jayne-egerton. 


*These relationships have also since been confirmed by WDI USA: 
‘WDI USA Statement on Jayne Egerton piece in Radical Notion; 20 
October 2022, womensdeclarationusa.com/wdi-usa-statement-on- 


jayne-egerton-piece-in-radical-notion. 


3Women’s Declaration, ‘About Women’s Declaration International, 
womensdeclaration.com/en/about. 


4Women’s Declaration International, ‘Sheila Jeffreys & Linda Bellos 
discuss feminism left vs right politics’ YouTube, 21 January 2021, you- 
tube.com/watch? v=zwkX DUIQNbk&t=740s. 


5Global Project Against Hate and Extremism, ‘From America With 
Hate: The Alliance Defending Freedom's Role in Advancing Anti-LG- 
BTQ+ and Anti-Women Agendas in Eastern Europe, November 2021, 
globalextremism.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/ADFI-FINALO6. 
pdf. 


°See Katherine M. Acosta, ‘Blinded by the right: Feminist advoca- 


cy & working with the “pluto-theocracy,” Substack, 16 November 
2021, katherinemacosta.substack.com/p/blinded-by-the-right-fem- 


inist-advocacy; ‘WoLF and WHRC USA silent on impending loss of 
abortion rights; Substack, 10 December 2021, katherinemacosta. 
substack.com/p/wolf-and-whrc-usa-silent-on-impending?utm _ 


source=profile&utm_medium=reader2#footnote-3; ‘Naming the el- 


ephant disrupting the revival of US feminism, Substack, 16 January 
2022, katherinemacosta.substack.com/p/naming-the-elephant-dis- 


rupting-the?utm_source=profilesutm_medium=reader2; ‘A liber- 


tarian “Women’s Bill of Rights” will not advance women’s interests, 
Substack, 31 August 2022, katherinemacosta.substack.com/p/a-liber- 


tarian-womens-bill-of-rights; ‘Frenemies won't free us, Substack, 24 


October 2022, katherinemacosta.substack.com/p/frenemies-wont- 


free-us. Katherine Acosta and Shoshana Handel also discussed their 


experiences in WoLF and WDI US in this two-part podcast with Eliz- 
abeth Hungerford: notesonfeminismandtheculturewars.buzzsprout. 


com/1916330/10215797-interview-I-part-I-katherine-acosta-and- 


shoshana-handel-on-grassroots-feminist-organizing-in-the-us. 


"The WDI ‘FAQs’ page reads “WDI/the Declaration are funded by/linked to 
US far right groups: There is no truth in this. Please indicate your sourc- 
es” (womensdeclaration.com/en/about/faqs). 


Women’s Declaration, ‘WDI Webinars,’ womensdeclaration.com/en/ 


webinars. 


°*Jean Hatchet, ‘Men of the far-right and the women’s movement: Why 
are they sniffing around?’ The Critic, 28 September 2022, thecritic. 
co.uk/men-of-the-far-right-and-the-womens-movement. 


EXTRA-FEMINIST 


Populism, Backlash(es), Feminism 
BY ESMEE STREACHAILT 


‘Extra-Feminist’ is a semi-regular feature designed to introduce readers to concepts and methodologies developed outside feminist critical traditions 


that are useful in feminist projects. Knowledge, concepts, and practical experience from fields as diverse as accounting, ecology, gardening, economics, 


politics, activism, psychology, history, law, linguistics, sport, computing, and architecture can be brought to bear on feminist questions and activities. 


Contact us if you have expertise that you‘ like to share with the feminist movement. 


opulist arguments and attitudes are showing up in 

women’s movements in a way they never have before. 

This may sound paradoxical: feminism has long woven 
together grassroots and populist-adjacent strands, arguing for 
the needs and dignity of a subjugated class—women—in the 
face of a celebrated class—men. This new women’s populism is 
working in the now familiar way of setting up an effigy of ‘pro- 
fessional feminist’ against which to rally the ‘regular women’ 
instead of setting its sights on male supremacy (of which gen- 
der-identity ideology is a mode). Like many populisms before 
it, this one is edging over to the right, the traditionally con- 
servative and even the counter-revolutionary edge of the po- 
litical spectrum. It confuses expertise for elitism, publishing 
women’s words for condescension, and concern with political 
strategy for moral insult. This new women’s populism, ‘femal- 
ism, makes arguments familiar to USian ears: we've heard just 
this othering from the Tea Party and Disgraced Former Presi- 


dent Trump both in recent memory. This is ... worrying. 


I turn to paraphrase the Britannica for a definition of populism: 
a political movement that champions, orclaimsto, thecommon 
person, often by favourable contrast with a real or perceived elite 
or establishment. It can be either democratic or authoritarian 
in flavour. The democratic form seeks to maximalize the power 
of ordinary citizens through political reforms, while the au- 
thoritarian form will revolve around one or more charismatic 
leaders who claim to embody the will of the people in order to 
consolidate their own power. Some authoritarian populisms 
are characterized by nationalism, racism, conspiracy monger- 
ing, and scapegoating. Examples include: Juan and Eva Peron, 


Getulio Vargas, Hugo Chavez, and Donald Trump." 


Trump is an authoritarian populist with no allegiance or inter- 
_ est in the institutions of the liberal state. His followers believe 
the US is something called a ‘Constitutional Republic’ which is 
a) not a thing, and b) just a way of saying ‘not a liberal democ- 
racy. Contemporary authoritarian populism often has no clear 
goal other than justifying the egoic investments of its follow- 


ers and offers no clear policy platform other than celebrating 
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the egoic investments of its charismatic leader. Complex geo- 
political matters such as immigration are reduced to national- 
ist mantras, ‘Build The Wall’ The mantra itself just an exten- 
sion of Trump’s campaign announcement involving descent 
on a golden escalator from his preferred remove to the plebian 
ground of the Trump Tower lobby to attack Latino immigrants 


(most memorably and among others). 
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Someone like Senator Elizabeth Warren, on the other hand, is 


a democratic populist. A former teacher and single mother, she 
comes from the regular people. She knows that civil servants 
are not conspirators against the people, that experts are very 
helpful at solving complex problems (even if they can also cre- 
ate them). Her mantra is that she has ‘a plan for that, where 
‘that’ is many of the issues troubling regular people, and she 
could tell you about it in clever soundbites or in exhaustive 
wonkish detail at your pleasure. That capacity made it easy for 
Trumpists during the 2020 campaign to paint her as one of 
the suspect elite. Irony: she announced her campaign from the 
site of the Bread and Roses Strike of 1912 against Everett Mill, 
led by immigrant women textile workers for more pay when 
their wages were cut.? Warren signalled care for and focus on 
the needs of working people (and a site changed by women’s 


power of protest). 
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This is the trap of authoritarian populism: it’s usually a bait- 


and-switch scheme. 


Femalism takes a complex matter of rights conflicts and med- 
ical-industrial opportunism and reduces them to ‘save girls’ 
bodies’ and ‘women are adult human females. Rather than 
organize, lobby, network, or propose actual reforms, femalism 
believes that the pure and direct free speech of sincere women 
will be enough to pique the conscience of several political par- 
ties and secure women’s rights in the UK. For now, the move- 
ment orbits around one woman, Kellie-Jay Keen-Minshull, 
who is a brusquely charismatic YouTube personality. Femalism 
goes so far as to suggest that the crisis of transgender appro- 
priation of women’s rights is so existential a threat that it over- 
rides any other crisis or challenge facing UK or US women (and 


there are a good baker’s dozen of those). 


Feels easy enough, but in its refusal to get in the weeds about 
these issues, femalism doesn’t offer anything to help teen girls 
move through the metamorphosis of adolescence with confi- 
dence and curiosity. It says nothing about the ways that adult 
and older men sexualize these girls and make them feel endan- 
gered just for existing. It offers no analysis, no project, and no 
path forward. Speak, women, and all will be well. Femalism shades 
over into rage and anger at people in the trans-queer coalition 
because it has no real social or political answer for the trouble 
they cause or the trouble they experience. And thanks to that 
general thinness, femalism feels familiar and homey to social 
traditionalists and conservatives, and sometimes flirts with an 
overt nationalist here and there. Sebastian Gorka knows what 


a woman is.? 


Femalism has positioned feminists as a kind of cosseted elite, 


too interested in history/policy/theory, too concerned with 


liberating women to bother defending their definition, and 
too highbrow to make themselves understood. Head girl, pro- 
fessional, quinoa-eating, condescending ... elitist and therefore 
both hateable and irrelevant feminists. Authoritarian populist’s 
enemies or Others are always both too powerful and too mi- 
niscule to bother facing squarely. Femalism, like every other 
right-leaning populism, tells its followers that they don’t need 
to know or learn anything. In fact, the idea that they should 
even learn something is beyond the pale—it’s embarrassing to 
have to learn things, isn’t it?? Learning requires some humili- 
ty, but that is only embarrassing if you’ve been taught that hu- 
mility is a sign of weakness. I, for example, have pretty quickly 
learned quite a lot about populism and Populism to produce 


this feature. 
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1. Creating and/or targeting an elite (who disdains you, on 


Authoritarian populist tactics involve: 


whom you deserve revenge) 

2. Creating and/or targeting an Other (whom you can disdain, 
on whom you deserve revenge) 

3. Trusting a charismatic leader to tell followers who those tar- 
gets are 

4. Investing that charismatic leader with a special ability (to 
give you voice, to punish ‘them’) 

5. Promising the path to change is simple 

6. Making you feel that only the leader can find the path 

7. Activating old familiar cultural symbols (but making them 
feel revolutionary, like, say, gender norms) 

8. Cultivating loyalty to the leader over any goal or path 
(through ego affirmation) 


But, here’s the thing: What we see in Trumpism and femalism 
(and many populisms before them) is not what Populism start- 
ed out to be. In its original form, Populism-capital-P was con- 
tent-rich and almost accidently charismatic. When you don't 


have money and connections on your side, you need flair! 


THE PEOPLE’S PARTY 1890S TO THE POOR PEOPLE’S 
CAMPAIGN TO OCCUPY 


In the 1890s, the People’s Party formed the first democratic 
populist movement. It meant to defend a subjugated class— 
farmers—in the face of a celebrated class—the economic and 
political establishment. Being new, it needed a brand, a catchy 
word to represent its platform, and it settled on ‘Populist’ A 
founding member had some Latin in his education and offered 
the word because it meant ‘the populus, the class of citizen 
who did not rule the Roman Empire. In the 1890s, a clear ruling 
elite was made up of industrial tycoons (Robber Barons), pri- 
vate bankers, their sons and cousins in the universities of the 
East Coast (the Boston Brahmins), and the political class that 
depended on them and maintained economic conditions in 
their favour. The Republicans supported racial liberalization 
(though not yet integration), but in service of the machines in 
the factories and mills. The Democrats supported ‘white soli- 
darity, in service of the landowners and their control of white 


and black tenant farmers alike. 


Among the labour unions and suffragists who hoped to help 
people share in the rapidly expanding wealth and industry 
of the post-Civil War US, the Populists were the group most 
focused on farmers. In the Gilded Age, when the US money 
supply was limited and wealth about as concentrated as it is 


now, deflation was a particular burden for farmers who had 


to borrow money to buy seed and feed, pay rent on land, and 
buy equipment almost yearly, even as the profits of their work 
slid away down a black diamond slope of monetary policy. For 
them, the most important economic condition was the gold 
standard for the value of the dollar. In an era of climbing in- 
terest rates (some as astronomical as 345% with no regulation), 
something had to be done. The plutocrats were winning, and 
winning meant they should shape the system for themselves. 
The Populists argued for policies that would take this increas- 


ing pressure off of farmers and ranchers: 


1. Unlimited coinage of silver to create inflation (maintain the 
value of crops and cattle) 

2. Abolishing the national banking system (to make lending 
local and more sustainable) 

3. Printing of more cash and easier access to borrowing (so the 
government could control inflation/deflation) 

4. National ownership of all communication and transporta- 
tion (to control the cost of moving crops and cattle to market) 
5. A progressive income tax (to fund more education and infra- 
structure in rural areas) 

6. Popular election of US senators (intervention in cronyist ap- 
pointment by state general assemblies) 

7. More direct democracy on specific legislation (to give the 
people a louder voice at a more granular level) 

8. Making it illegal for foreign interests to own land in the US 


(freeing up land for USians to own rather than tenant) 


“Bryan was a talented and charismatic 
speaker, a huge personality, and this too 
is one of the main features of any pop- 
ulism to this day.” 


As you can imagine, these proposals were not warmly received 
by the plutocrat class. Further, you can imagine that policies 
that would create inflation would not help resolve any urban/ 
rural tensions between factory workers who needed cheap 
goods to buy from farmers who needed to make a profit from 
their goods.* Balancing tense economic differences has never 
been simple. Moreover, the Populists were also social reform- 
ers who supported women’s suffrage and worked in the South 
to create alliances among black and white tenant farmers to 
the ire of the former slave-owning landowners who had come 
through Reconstruction and were keen to keep black and white 
farmers separated by promoting ‘white solidarity’ over class 


solidarity. 


The point being that once upon a time in America, Populism set 


itself against a real elite worthy of confrontation in a nation in need 
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of reform. Tenant farmer families who went too far into debt 
to pay the rent on their land were summarily evicted and re- 
placed with new tenants, equally poor but not yet ruined. A 
pro-Populist newspaper, the inspiringly named American Non- 
conformist and Kansas Industrial Liberator, described the People’s 
Party supporting “reforms designed to take power away from 
‘the plutocrats’ ... advancing what the [editors] called ‘the 
rights and needs, the interests and welfare of the people.’ 
The present-day concept of ‘renters’ rights’ is populist in this 
old sense. Populism proposed more meat-and-potatoes policy 
than outraged ego candy, and placed itself firmly on the side 
of the little guy regardless of race or sex—unless you were an 
Indigenous person, they weren't faultless and Westward Ex- 


pansion was still on. 


The People’s Party and its presidential candidate William 
Jennings Bryan were the first in US history to be decried for 
declaring an “Anarchist and Socialist platform.’* Bryan was a 
talented and charismatic speaker, a huge personality, and this 
too is one of the main features of any populism to this day. 
Bombast can be good for inspiring the hard work of democrat- 
ic reforms, or just for clicks! Bryan was a master of the evoc- 


ative mode: 


my friends, we say not one word against those who live upon 
the Atlantic coast, but the hardy pioneers who have braved all the 
dangers of the wilderness, who have made the desert to blossom as 
the rose—the pioneers away out there [pointing to the West], who 
rear their children near to Nature’s heart, where they can mingle 
their voices with the voices of the birds—out there where they have 
erected schoolhouses for the education of their young, churches where 
they praise their Creator, and cemeteries where rest the ashes of their 
dead—these people, we say, are as deserving of the consideration 
of our party as any people in this country. [It’s a charming way 
to describe the colonization and genocide of the Indigenous 
world.] It is for these that we speak. We do not come as aggressors. 
Our war is not a war of conquest; we are fighting in the defence of our 
homes, our families, and posterity. We have petitioned, and our peti- 
tions have been scorned; we have entreated, and our entreaties have 
been disregarded; we have begged, and they have mocked when our 
calamity came. We beg no longer; we entreat no more; we petition no 


more. We defy them! 


He then goes on to make an equally evocative argument for the 
benefits of “bimetallism,” or shifting to minting in and setting 
a higher value on silver as well as gold. This to put the brakes 


on deflation and the hollowing out of the bucolic rural future. 


If they dare to come out in the open field and defend the gold standard 
as a good thing, we will fight them to the uttermost. Having behind 
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us the producing masses of this nation and the world, supported by 
the commercial interests, the laboring interests, and the toilers every- 
where, we will answer their demand for a gold standard by saying 
to them: You shall not press down upon the brow of labor this 
crown of thorns, you shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of 


gold.’ (emphasis mine) 


What we hear in Bryant is the cadence and poetry that would 
later inspire Americans from the mouth of Martin Luther King 
Jr. As with the original Populists, King’s wing of the civil right 
movement brought no war of conquest, but a war for the soul 
of the nation. Democratic populisms don’t need to set up Oth- 
ers, they don’t need to cry for revenge. They’re asking for the 
right thing, so they don’t need all that heat. But that’s not to say 


they won't bring the pressure. 


The Poor People’s Campaign was conceived by King and his 
partner Bayard Rustin, but King was assassinated before the 
campaign could reach Washington, DC. It came nonetheless 
and thousands of people built a city of wooden tents on The 
National Mall. Their demands were thoroughly Populist: “fed- 
eral funding for full employment, a guaranteed annual in- 
come, anti-poverty programs, and housing for the poor.”* They 
built over 3000 tents and occupied The Mall for 42 days, until 
the DC Police were called in to evacuate and then set the whole 
thing on fire. President Johnson did lobby for and pass his 
Great Society programmes, though they did not reach as far 
as King and Rustin wanted to push. Rustin’s Freedom Budget 
would require “a refashioning of our political economy” that 


required a “grand coalition of working-class people—a mass 


movement from the bottom up.” 


Occupy Wall Street is one of the most recent Populist move- 
ments. Its goals were mostly economic, its social aspirations 


were coalitional, its methods radically democratic, and its 


tactics utopian in their confrontation with power. Occupy built 
little cities at the hearts of power beginning with Zuccotti Park 
on Wall Street, having sprung up as a response to the 2iIst- 
century version of the gold standard, the subprime mortgage 
with its ballooning payments that bankrupted millions and 
threatened a global recession. Rather than one charismat- 
ic leader, Occupy gave voice to every participant in the Town 
Halls and working groups. Their demands were focused on em- 


powering regular people to thrive: 


1. Repeal Citizens United to give political voice to citizens, not 
corporations 

2. Debt forgiveness (for healthcare, student loans) 

3. Pay-as-you-go military intervention, not printing money to 
fund war 

4. Universal care centres to address the healthcare accessibil- 
ity for the poor 

5. Reregulate Wall Street Trading, keep a wall between com- 
mercial and investment banking 

6. Paid sick leave 

7. Increased federal political transparency, Congress more 
clearly accountable to the people 

8. Negative income tax, universal basic income 

g. Full employment guarantees, right out of the 1890 cam- 


paign’® 


Democratic populists tend to speak to specific problems of 
the material base. They usually want to mitigate or abolish 
the power of some influential but unaccountable elite. They 
propose reforms that return power to regular people, that 
solve problems. If they deplore their Other, it is for hoarding 
resources and privilege, not for infractions they commit in 
defence of their lives against global capital. Even the article I 
drew this summary from was dismissive of the goals, barely 
deigning to mention the methods. Of debt forgiveness, they 
said simply, “Not gonna happen.” 


But Occupy was also a kind of New Left redux, complete with 
the sexism that drove the women of the movement out in 
the first place. Julie Bindel recently republished her article 
on Occupy as an intervention in the current tensions over a 
right-leaning populism. Of the pop-up cities complete with 


libraries and a first aid clinic, Bindel wrote: 


The Occupy Movement appears to be yet another Leftist movement 
dominated by sexist men. One key member who asked not to be 
named for fear of being classed as a “splitter” or “scab” explains that 
the movement is a perfect example of, “mostly young, almost exclu- 
sively white, almost all middle-class men, who thought that the revo- 


lution was finally here. But don’t bother mentioning the oppression of 
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women in society, sexual harassment on site, or how we end up doing 
all the dirty jobs in the camp, as they'll talk over you, or shout at you 


to stop monopolising the conversation.” 


She tells me that there was, “No point questioning the objectification 
of women, or the way we’re talked down to and not listened to by 
men on the site despite often having many years of campaigning for 


social justice behind.”™ 


The problem with all male-led politics is that their tolerance 
for women’s needs, voices, rights, and ambitions is very limited. 
That’s why we keep going our own way as outsiders—there is 
no inside for us for now. The work of critique of male power, 


both sexed and monied, is ongoing. 


BACKLASH, RESENTMENT, AND THE INVENTION OF 
SMALL-P-POPULISM 


Back in the 1890s, the People’s Party learned a lesson that Oc- 
cupy had to relearn. Robber Barons, their cronies and minions 
make for hard and eager enemies. Where today small-p-pop- 
ulists (again, usually authoritarian) will tell their supporters 
that the ‘elite think you're rubes, that’s actually what happened 
in the backlash to the original Populism. The 1% of the Golden 
Age attacked them for being backward, tacky, and dangerous- 
ly uninformed. Which means that when those early Populists 
complained of their constituents being both oppressed and 
caricatured as idiots, they lodged a legitimate complaint where 
today’s authoritarian populists use the charge to keep people 
activated but without a clear target of discharge. This makes 


them eager to discharge at any target their leader presents. 


Coverage of the first national People’s Party convention in the 
Kansas City Star set the tone, describing the Populists as more 
a “mob than a deliberative assembly.” This was how they 
framed the party whose slogan was “Equal rights to all, special 
privileges to none.”® Citizens who wanted to be done-right- 
by were characterized as “a dangerous movement of ground- 
less resentment in which demagogues led the disreputable.”* 
The Topeka Capital newspaper described delegates as the “dis- 
gruntled ravelings of the Old Parties” who made “themselves 
ridiculously conspicuous by their gab,” and made their social 
class clear by the “hayseed in their hair” and “uncouthness of 
the personal attire.” This malign rabble from the frontier sup- 
ported women’s rights, opposed the evils of both tyranny and 
imperialism, and hotly defied the “poisonous idea of southern 


white solidarity.”** 


“The difficulty of highly emotive rhetoric 
is that it blurs the difference between Le- 
gitimate outrage and hyperbolic, candy- 
coated shit sandwiches.” 


It wasn’t just the newspaper editors, either. Actual academ- 
ics and policy wonks—the Boston Brahmins—knew their 
bread was buttered by the tycoons and Robber Barons. Their 
endowments and grants kept the professors in tenure and 
sherry, so the story they told about socialist-bumpkin-rabble- 
anarchist-authoritarians stuck for generations. Even into the 
1950s, hugely influential historians such as Richard Hofstadter 
misrepresented the movement and (you can’t make this guy’s 


name up) Edward Shils just straight made shit up. Hofstadter 


described the Populists as the source of the ‘paranoid style’ in 
US politics: longing for a “lost agrarian Eden” and hateful of 
“everyone remote and alien” to them, both “nationalistic and 
bellicose” and given to “crackpot conspiracy theories about 
bankers and gold” that resulted in a certainty that Jewish bank- 
ers were responsible for the farmers’ problems.” This was a to- 


tal misrepresentation, as we have seen. 


In his 1964 article, ‘The Paranoid Style in American Politics, 
Hofstadter describes the adoption of the paranoid style by the 
‘radical right, a “style of mind” burbling with a “sense of heat- 
ed exaggeration, suspiciousness, and conspiratorial fantasy.’ 
He notes that the style has a “greater affinity for bad causes 
than good,” because you only have to distract and dissemble if 
your actual goals can’t be spoken. The paranoid style has “more 
to do with the way ideas are believed than with the truth or falsi- 
ty of their content” (my italics). He includes as an example a 
manifesto of the People’s Party from 1895, which, you have to 
admit, puts the legitimate case in the most incendiary of reg- 


isters: 


As early as 1865-66 a conspiracy was entered into between the gold 
gamblers of Europe and America. ... For nearly thirty years these 
conspirators have kept the people quarrelling over less important 
matters while they have pursued with unrelenting zeal their one cen- 
tral purpose. ... Every device of treachery, every resource of statecraft, 
and every artifice known to the secret cabals of the international gold 
ring are being used to deal a blow to the prosperity of the people and 


the financial and commercial independence of the country. 


What you have to remember is that the People’s Party really 
was a democratic populist movement, and that what Hofstadter 
is doing here is a rebranding of that left-leaning bunch so that 
it’s hard to tell them apart from the authoritarian, right-lean- 


ing kind of populist. 


This sort of, ahh, shading in ‘The Paranoid Style’ sits between a 
bit of Joseph McCarthy’s anti-communist screed and a missive 
from Civil-War-era Texas concerning attempts by the Pope to 
overthrow the (Dis)United States by a slow process of conver- 
sion to Catholicism. I am not making this up, I swear. All of them 
ask the reader to fear and dislike their target, but only one of 
them is true. The difficulty of highly emotive rhetoric is that it 
blurs the difference between legitimate outrage and hyperbol- 


ic, candy-coated shit sandwiches.” 


The paranoid style appealed to the right wing of the 1960s (as 
of the 2010s) because they feel dispossessed: “America has been 
taken away from them and their kind, though they are deter- 


mined to try to repossess it and to prevent the final destructive 


act of subversion. The old American values have already been 
eaten away by cosmopolitans and intellectuals, the old com- 
petitive capitalism has been gradually undermined by social- 
istic ... schemers,” treason, foreign subversions, even “major 


statesmen’ are the agents of this betrayal.?° 


Trump would play this songbook almost verbatim from the day 
he announced his run for office. We were overrun with foreign 
‘illegals’ who were rapists and drug dealers and this ‘invasion’ 
was allowed—encouraged!—by the liberal elites who didn’t 
care about how these criminals affected your little life. Never 
mind the 15 years stalemate with Republicans over immigra- 
tion reforms, never mind the climate shifts that were driving 
farmers from their homes in Central America. Only a demo- 


cratic populist would care about that. 


Shils would go farther round the gorse bush than Hofstadter to 
describe populism as “a form of nihilism that respected no in- 
stitution except public opinion,” as if today he were describing 
Twitter. Populism (the style now emptied of all its political 
content) was the common ingredient in Nazism, Bolshevism, 
and McCarthyism according to Shils.” In his inverted descrip- 
tion of populism, Shils goes on to very nearly describe the spe- 
cies of it currently haunting the hills and hollows and C-suites 
of the Republic: 


Populists, whether they are radical reformers [civil rights activists] 
or congressional investigators [McCarthy again], are all extremely 
hostile towards the more sophisticated person. [They are resentful] 
against the order imposed on society by a long-established, differ- 
entiated ruling class ... [They] deny autonomy to any institution of 
government, ... hate bureaucracy, ... despise the justice system, ... 
hate learning, ... deny the right of privacy, ... but oh how they love 
bullshit... Populism acclaims the demagogue who, breaking through 
formalistic barriers erected by lawyers, pedants and bureaucrats, re- 


news the righteousness of government and society.”3 


As Thomas Frank points out, when Shils wrote this too was ut- 
ter bullshit. Bulls slinging shit in all directions. But today we have 
Sovereign Citizens, Christian Dominionists, and the legacy of 
the Trump years to unpick. Femalism, while it sets up a para- 
noid relation to feminism, at least has a real antagonist in the 
pro-gender-identity-ideology policies of the Labour, Green, 
SNP, and US Democratic parties. It just has no plan for moving 


these parties off that particular dime. 


The original Populists had a clear, and quite real, antagonist in 
the corporate, banking, and culture sectors. Populists argued 
for more direct free trade, the end to tariffs, and for the com- 


bined strengths of white, black, and immigrant workers. But, 
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by painting the Populists as xenophobic nationalists or con- 
spiracists, the educated elite served themselves by making it 


acceptable to look down on them. And so they did. 


Of course, the Populists were not authoritarians, but it’s an 
easy charge when a party offers a slate of reforms as deep as 
theirs were. I mean, you might imagine Rockefeller or Carnegie inton- 
ing, we of the owner class are certainly not going along with this bolshe- 
vist effrontery, so they must be prepared to force us! And along the 
way of the century the benefits of the neoliberal era have not 
trickled down to the middle and working classes in the US and 
many other countries. Trickle Down slid into a Peace Dividend 
that puffed up into a Housing Bubble that collapsed into Aus- 
terity became Quantitative Easing became Rampant Inflation 
and the squeeze has become rightly intolerable. Each crisis and 


gain only served to hoover more capital miraculously uphill. 


Looking up that hill, a whole class of people who have not 
seen any real rise in their income in two generations teamed 
up with a fake US billionaire just because he looked like he 
would get their vengeance for them. Who would be the target 
of that vengeance? The ‘deep state, immigrants, black people 
exhausted of state violence against their communities, experts 
on climate, Dr Fauci ... the Other and the Elite. Not the cor- 
porations who pay those crap wages, and not the investment 
bankers who blow the national economy to smithereens every 
12 or so years. Nope. Never you mind that the unemployment rate is 
3.5% but no one can afford rent. No, ma‘am. It’s the Democrats and 


those thugs! 


Bait and switch. The policies set up by classist conservatives and 
neoliberals slowly strangle the working and middle classes 
thus setting the field for an authoritarian populist to promise 
that “I alone can fix it!” only to give the people a tax cut that 


will slowly strangle the working and middle classes. 


The problem has become that the lies about Populism-big-P 
have become truths about populism-little-p in its right-wing 
incarnation. Populism leveraged resentment against a legit- 
imate target and offered real plans for effective change, but 
populism leverages and misdirects resentment against targets 
that don’t exist or are exaggerated or have nothing to do with 
the problems people face. When populism is adopted as a tac- 
tic by monied power to disempower the institutions of liberal 
democracy at the captivated behest of the people, we call that 
astroturfing: presenting a top-down movement orchestrated 
in the interests of power as a grassroots movement in the in- 
terest of the people. The Tea Party of the Obama years was a 
Koch brothers project. 


Populist tactics are used mostly by conservative/right-leaning 
figures these days. It has long been the favoured style of dem- 
agogic strong men and strong women leaders. Makes sense. If 
you want to overthrow the power of a tiny elite, or just the tiny 
elite that is your government, you will want masses of people 
on your side. The best way to win friends and influence peo- 
ple is to make them feel good about themselves. We’re here for 
you. We’re here for your interests. We hear you and know the goodness 
of your heart even if you want to separate children from families 
at national borders or make it legal for violent formerly incar- 
cerated men to own firearms. We want the government to take less 
of your money, and provide you with fewer and fewer services. 
And that last one? ‘Lower taxes.’ Hell, most USians will vote 
for anybody who promises ‘lower taxes.’ Though they base their 
appeals to the good common-sense of Regular People against 
some gauzy, over-complicating Elite Cabal, most populist 
leaders today emerge from the upper classes and work against 


the material interests of their salt-of-the-earth base. 


Worryingly, this corrupted populism has found a home in 
femalism. ‘Working-Class Women’ are pitted against ‘Head 
Girls’ who run the World-Wide Feminist Cabal. It’s worrying 
because many of the ‘head girls’ are working-class women. It’s 
worrying because some say very warm and chummy things 
about men, think tanks, and presidents who very much are not 


feminist, not pro-woman. 


“To call on armed US militia men to pro- 
tect your vulnerable women’s free speech 
event is to play on the baldest stereo- 
types of femininity.” 


If the set of political commitments we call ‘feminism’ suffers 
the historical revision that happened to populism, then our 
claims on behalf of women may never again be separable from 
(and thereby challenge) the claims of those bigoted, misog- 
ynist, homophobic patriarchs who come against us. What’s 
worrying is the repetition of patterns we’ve seen before in both 
US and UK history."4 Being chummy with Sebastian Gorka will 
get us that revision, and at speed. In 2016, the kind of batshit, 
insurrectionist, QAuthoritarian, alt-right, violent nationalist 
quackery that currently threatens more than one democracy 
was still in the political hinterlands. Now it wants the US pres- 
idency back.** Mid-Trump era, Steven Bannon hoped to buy an 
Italian monastery to convert to a school for far-right populists 
to train and then graduate to flood the zone of the world with 
bullshit.* The speed with which a deep-pocketed, established 


political party was converted to new uses by these alt-far-right 
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miscreants and criminals cannot be overstated. Against that, 


what chance has the women’s movement? 


A femalist bait-and-switch is on offer: use the language of 
feminism which dismantles gender stereotypes and norms to 
confront transactivists who parody and invert gender stereo- 
types and norms only to push against the parody by reassert- 
ing the norms the feminists challenged in the first place. To call 
on armed US militia men to protect your vulnerable women’s 
free speech event is to play on the baldest stereotypes of femi- 
ninity. To rely on that money and those platforms is to endan- 


ger the women’s movement for a generation. 


FEMINISM 


A generation after 1896, in the face of the Great Depression, 
Populist policies would become the bones and flesh of the New 
Deal that revitalized the US economy and more or less contin- 
ued to sustain it after World War II. Original Populist policies 
then became Johnson’s Great Society, the heart of Martin Lu- 
ther King Jr’s Poor People’s March on Washington, and Bayard 
Rustin’s Freedom Budget. The core demands that need be na- 
tionalized and want be privatized, that the government or its 
contractors be job-securing employers in hard times so that 
the people don’t go bankrupt, that segregation and racially bi- 
ased lending end, that healthcare and education be assured to 
every citizen ... all this was real, old-school populism, and it 
was the bridge too far. After only ten years of the Great Socie- 
ty, and the first great successes of second-wave feminists, the 
economic neo-liberals and social neo-conservatives would rise 
to pick all this progress to bits—enter Reagan, enter Oral Rob- 


erts. The war against Roe v. Wade began the day of the decision. 


The women’s movement broadly is a loose coalition of femi- 
nist and women’s organizations, all vulnerable to capture that 
would weaken the whole. That capture may come from the 
fauxgressivism of the current form of intersectionality, or it 
might come from the very real counter-revolutionary white 
supremacist, Christian nationalist, and libertarian authoritar- 
ianism (the kind who want a government just small enough to 
fit in your womb). Both aim to control and erase women along 


with many other classes of people. 


Whatever use the right might want to make of the populist 
style, the rightful inheritors of Populism are materialist, in- 
tersectional, woman-centred feminists and activists working 
for actual rights and meaningful social change. Left politicians 
keep the Populist flame alive: Bernie Sanders (hampered by 
the Bernie Bros), Alexandra Ocasio-Cortez (hampered by sell- 


ing out), Jeremy Corbyn (hampered by a Labour Party not so 


committed to labour anymore). This magazine, for example, 
takes it for read that women of any background can take up 
a renewed second-wave feminist analysis for themselves and 


bring it into action in their lives and communities. 


“The more gender-critical and femalist 
women move right, ... the farther they 
move from any real or lasting freedom 
and dignity for women.” 


All kinds of women need places to put our energy. Some of us 
will make platforms. Some of us will focus on one issue more 
than others. All issues are hard, and they all need organiza- 
tions dedicated to advocating for them. But movements are 
necessarily broader than issues, and they have ideologies and 
theories. Feminism is the theory of the women’s liberation 
movement. It addresses itself to all the facets of women’s lives 
because it is made by all kinds of women. The women’s liber- 
ation movement can’t be single issue. Women, as Audre Lorde 


reminded us, don’t live single issue lives. 


Feminism—radical materialist feminism, not libfem—roots 
its analysis in the conditions of actual women’s lives and con- 
tours its issues around actual women’s needs. Feminism seeks 
personal and economic security for all women. Feminism seeks 
legal justice and wholesome working conditions for all women. 
Feminism seeks solutions to male violence and structures that 
support women’s learning, creativity, and thriving. Feminism 
seeks solidarity among women in our differences. Women are 
adult human females, yet history has inflected our oppression 
with forms of harm and methods of subjugation specific to our 
ethnicities, social classes, sexualities and the kinds of use pa- 
triarchy would make of each. Feminism has developed analy- 
sis and proposed solutions to these specific harms. Feminism 
has absolute faith in women’s intelligence and ability to guide 
our own movement and the fates of nations. It has always edu- 
cated and networked from the ground up, looking to women’s 
wisdom for its tactics and strategy for engaging the political 


machinery we see now and for dreaming far, far beyond it. 


Such a noble lineage must never allow itself to become what it 
is in the worst spin slung at it. The more gender-critical and fe- 
malist women move right, or start to sound like the right with 
authoritarian faux-populism, the farther they move from any 


real or lasting freedom and dignity for women. 


Old-school Populism made all the right people angry. It 
brought different kinds of people together in common cause. 


It trusted that fairly and clearly informed people would arrive 
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at insight and use it to create just solutions. Populist policies 
proved to be a strength of nations. Sexism and racism were 
no part of its platform and it was met with the same intensi- 
ty of political, media, and social backlash as civil rights and 
the women’s movements. Because, like them, it was a credible 


threat to unjust power. 


We know what women are. We want all of us free. 


Esmée Streachailt, PhD, is a nom de guerriere. Esmée’s cultural and 
organizing work leverages strategic alliances across differences for the 
liberation and flourishing of humans. Her writing embraces feminist 
critical theory, cultural hermeneutics, comparative religion, and poetics. 
Esmee is a co-founder and contributing editor with THE RADICAL 
NOTION. 
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THE FAIRER SEX FIGHTS BACK 


‘Sex-Realist Feminism’ and Other Nonsense 
BY JENI HARVEY 


Editors’ Note: This article was first published on 10 January 2023 on Jeni Harvey's Substack at jeniharveymindthegap.substack.com and is repro- 


duced here with her permission. 


t is a brand new year and with it a brand new feminism 
is emerging. Fairer Disputations, an international group 
of scholars, thinkers, journalists, and advocates that aim 
to advance their concept of a ‘sex-realist feminism, had their 
launch in January in which they tackled the important ques- 


tion: What is ‘sex-realist feminism’? 


Well, it knows what a woman is 


at least. 


It understands sex as immuta- 
ble and women as biologically 
female: the producers of large 
gametes with the potential to be- 
come pregnant. Men and wom- 
en, it says, are fundamentally 
different and society should be 
ordered accordingly. 

‘Sex-realist feminism’ would 
have it that men are bigger, 
stronger, more aggressive, and 
therefore naturally seek to dom- 
inate. Given there is no escape 
from these biologically deter- 
mined facts, members of the 
weaker sex have no choice other 
than to survive by seeking the 
best deal for themselves and 
their children within that paradigm. Society is then ordered in 
such a way as to curb men’s worst excesses. ‘Sex-realist femi- 


nism, in other words, wishes to make you an offer... 


There was never any such thing as a zipless fuck, even Erica 
Jong now admits as much. Access to contraception and safe and 
legal abortion promised women a theoretically even playing 


field—a newfound freedom in which to enjoy the pleasures of 
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sex without the dreaded consequences of an unwanted preg- 
nancy. But casual sex with men is more often than not terrible 
and sex without consequences just sees them treat women as 
disposable objects to use and discard. Aided by technological, 


transhumanist advances we tried playing men at their own 


game and lost. 


Louise Perry, ‘sex-realist fem- 
inism’s featured author of The 
Case Against the Sexual Revolution: 
A New Guide to Sex in the 21st Cen- 
tury, puts forward the argument 
that Western sexual culture 
with its worship of prostitution 
and pornography and empha- 
sis on commitment-free sex 
and fast internet hook-ups has 
been damaging for women, both 
physically and psychically. Cer- 
tainly many feminists, includ- 
ing myself, could agree with that 
much but Perry then takes a wild 
turn, going on to conclude that 
the only redress can be for wom- 
en to fully embrace marriage and 


the traditional nuclear family. 


Erika Bachiochi is a contributor 
and legal scholar at the Conserv- 
ative Ethics and Public Policy Centre, plus the director of the 
Wollstonecraft Project at the Abigail Adams Institute. In her 
book The Rights of Women: Reclaiming a Lost Vision, she advocates 
for what she calls a “socially conservative feminism” that sup- 
posedly supports the gains women have made in professional 
and public life while claiming that contraception, abortion, 
and the sexual revolution have been harmful to women’s hap- 


piness and progress towards equality. 


In her essay ‘How Andrew Tate Smashed the Patriarchy’ (yes, 


really), Mary Harrington argues that a failure to accept the 
fundamental asymmetry of the sexes—and patriarchal norms 
as a set of social codes for navigating and balancing these—has 
created men with no self-restraint or sense of duty to protect 
those weaker than themselves. Tate, she insists, is a product of 
too little patriarchy, not too much; those rules got thrown out 
of the window and men like Tate became untethered. Too little 


social control and those big strong apes go wild... 


Being then that social conservatism, in theory, restricts the 
behaviour of both women and men, demanding adherence to 
traditional family values from both sexes and specifically mo- 
nogamy, protectiveness and chivalry from men, ‘sex-realist 
feminists’ conclude it is the best way to curb men’s natural ten- 
dency towards aggression, sexual violence and indiscriminate 
promiscuity, and that therefore it is ultimately the best deal for 


women. 


That is the offer then, and it is nothing novel: that if women 
could just accept being the little ladies, men would also play the 
game and be the strong, protective, devoted family men they 
were always supposed to be. It’s a deal, a transaction, a fair ex- 


change, a bargain. You keep your end up, he keeps his. 


Except men don’t. We have a surfeit of analysis and statistics 
to show that women and girls are more in danger of becoming 
victims to male violence in their own homes than anywhere else. 
Women are killed in the place they call home by the men who 
claim to love them at an astonishing rate the world over. Add 
to this the security of marriage as an illusion, even for those 
women desperately wedded to it, and the theory falls apart. 
Men, as we know, can be prone to flight, intolerant of all kinds 
of unavoidable happenings: ageing, ill health, menopause, loss 
of sex drive. They can leave whenever they like and they often 
do. To add insult to injury, in the kind of traditional commu- 
nities ‘sex-realist feminists’ seem to dream of, it is only ever 


women who are to blame. 


And what of our end? The heretics among us who do not wish 
to trade freedom for an illusion of security and protection, 
who refuse domestic drudgery, refuse to go back to the kitchen, 
who do not believe motherhood to be our highest calling? We 
who want an abortion, want a divorce, do not wish to partner 


with men at all, or would rather take our chances on Tinder? 
What about the liberation of women from male supremacy ? 
With an impressive stack of feminist analysis pointing its 


finger at the nuclear family as one of the main institutions re- 


sponsible for the most brutal oppression of women, you might 
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conclude that socially conservative feminism, whatever it 
chooses to call itself, is a contradiction in terms. And you'd be 
right about that. 


What we are being presented with is an insistence that our bi- 
ology determines we're going to have to serve somebody. This is 
a terrible defeatism, a meek and crushing acceptance that by 
virtue of them simply being bigger and stronger we are in- 
evitably and always at men’s mercy. We can choose between 
submission to the public ownership endorsed by the left or the 
private ownership offered by the right, but we cannot resist 
both. 


An attempt to shove women back into the nuclear-family- 
shaped box is wholly regressive. It seeks to deprive us of free- 
dom and choice and is antithetical to the liberation feminism 
has long fought for. Women who cannot access abortion and 
effective contraception, who are stigmatized by divorce, made 
responsible for men’s behaviour, and expected to do the ma- 
jority of unpaid labour in the home, are trapped—their intel- 
lect and creativity stifled, their worlds made small. There are 
no gains to be made in professional and public life when we 
are robbed of bodily autonomy. For this to be advocated in the 


name of ‘feminism’ is too much to bear. 


Feminism, much like the word ‘woman, has real meaning. It 
is not whatever any woman says it is, but a political ideology 
with clear goals and principles. Those who would destroy it 
along with the right of women to live on our own terms have 
found a strategy more effective than simply setting themselves 
in opposition and attacking from the front. Instead now they 
appropriate our language, steal our terms, and use them to set 


about sabotaging our progress. 


‘Sex-realist feminism’ is pure, old-fashioned patriarchy with 
nothing new to say. It is illiberal, deeply conservative, and fun- 
damentally dishonest. Oh, it knows what a woman is, alright! 
Defining us by our place in the ‘natural order, it claims acqui- 
escence to the status quo to be only in women’s best interests, 
demanding that we accept with a smile a shitty, centuries-old 


offer many of us rejected long ago. 


Jeni Harvey is a writer and feminist living in Wales. 


THE DANGEROUS APPEAL OF 
EVOLUTIONARY PSYCHOLOGY 


BY MARINA STRINKOVSKY 


After all, ‘the’ human species is no more static than other species are. If our environment changes 


(or, more pertinent in the human case, as we transform our environment), we change with it. 


n the years after the disastrous invasion of Iraq in 2003, 

my friend Victoria described the attempts to justify the war 

as being “like a monkey falling out of a tree”: the monkey 
hangs by a branch that breaks (weapons of mass destruction), 
so then he grasps on to the next (humanitarian principles), 
which also breaks, but he breaks his fall by grabbing yet anoth- 
er (democracy). The branches keep on breaking but the monkey 
keeps believing that this one, the one in his hand right now, 
will hold firm. Crack, crack, crack. He does not learn from ex- 
perience and come down out of the tree like a self-respecting 
adult, because it is not in his interests to learn. It is in his inter- 


ests to cling on for as long as possible. 


Men aspiring to prove, justify, or explain women’s innate in- 
feriority and their right to dominate us and the world are a lot 
like that monkey, the tree being the scientific method. Ever 
since the Enlightenment made arguments from divine au- 
thority harder to sustain, male-dominated Science™ has been 
swinging from one cracking branch to another, always manag- 
ing to swerve the ground and avoid admitting that at the pop- 
ulation level, male and female people have similar capabilities, 


capacities, and interests. 


“Women have smaller brains than men, they said. Crack! We 
don’t, not when adjusted for body size. ‘Ah, but women lack the 
magic testosterone that makes men so much more ambitious 
and analytical’ Crack! Both men and women produce tes- 
tosterone and oestrogen, though in different amounts. ‘Well, 
women do less well in maths and on IQ tests, so there.’ Crack! 
IQ tests are notoriously biased in favour of white and male 
populations, producing many iniquitous and misleading re- 
sults. ‘OK, but what about brain scans? Hah, you can’t say that 
brain scans don’t clearly show that men and women’s brains are 
completely different.’ Crack! Brain imaging is a nascent field 
with tiny research samples, and it produces highly statistically 
processed approximations of blood flows—the images pro- 
duced are not photographs of our thoughts. And anyway, you 
can’t unpick nature from nurture when scanning the brains of 


adults. ‘Alright, alright—but you can’t possibly deny that evo- 


—Sarah Blaffer Hrdy 


lution has fitted women and men to very different roles, and it 


“defies logic” (in the words of one well-known gender-critical 
interviewee) that it hasn’t given them different skills and abil- 
ities. Take that, Blank Slaters!’ 


And here we are. The evolution branch is the one the monkey 
is dangling from at the moment, and has been for the last 30 or 
so years, pulling faces and chucking rotten banana peels at the 
angry feminists below. It’s a great branch, and we not only hav- 
en’t managed to snap it yet but are increasingly being co-opted 


into its seductive narrative. 


And the narrative really is seductive: filling skulls with ball 
bearings to measure brain volume is all very well, but it’s got 
nothing on the richness of the storytelling to be had from our 
long and mysterious evolutionary past. There is just so much 
of it—millions and millions of years, across continents and 
climatic ages—and it is so completely unknowable in most or- 


dinary senses of the word that, like Kipling’s Just So Stories, the 
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fictional explanations for contemporary inequalities between 
the sexes practically write themselves. The scientific field that 
has coalesced around these creative writing affordances is 


known as evolutionary psychology. 


Evolutionary psychology (EP) is an approach in the social and nat- 
ural sciences that examines psychological traits such as memory, 
perception, and language from a modern evolutionary perspective. It 
seeks to identify which human psychological traits are evolved ad- 
aptations—that is, the functional products of natural selection or 


sexual selection. (Wikipedia) 


In other words, evolutionary psychology’s ambition is to put 
the study of human behaviours on a properly scientific footing 
by grounding explanations of phenomena that manifest in the 
interactions between humans—in other words, social phenom- 
ena—in forces that operate outside the social realm and are 
assumed to precede and determine it. Indeed, a slightly earlier 
incarnation of evolutionary psychology was known as socio- 


biology. 


What EP, as I shall call it here for brevity, is trying to explain is 
neither more nor less than everything: not just the psychology 
of individuals or groups but the totality of human experience 
in all of its political, economic, social, and material diversity. 
According to the proponents of EP, virtually anything in hu- 
man life can be explained if we just follow a simple protocol 
of applying Darwinian thinking to our evolutionary past and 
proceed to draw the appropriate conclusions about our pres- 
ent. This is how anthropologist John Tooby and psychologist 
Leda Cosmides, widely credited as being among the, if not the, 


founders of EP, describe its remit: 


Evolutionary theories of function elegantly predict and account for 
the existence and detailed structure of cooperation, aggression, sexu- 
al desire, love for one’s children and family, the dimensions of conflict 
or tension inside the family, sexual jealousy, the avoidance of incest, 
the formation of in-groups, and hundreds of other phenomena that 


organize human life in all cultures." (emphasis mine) 


Another term that is important to define in this context is adap- 
tation. An adaptation is a trait common in a species that confers 
a survival advantage on its members and is therefore assumed 
to have developed as the result of direct selection pressure. 
In simple terms, this means that members of the species who 
didn’t have a particular trait, or not enough of it, just died off 
without reproducing and passing on their genes to another 
generation. Think of some unusually short-necked giraffe and 


you will immediately be able to see what this means. 
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One of the most famous examples of how adaptation works in 
practice, rather than just being assumed to have operated in the 
past, is the English peppered moth. This species was observed 
to have changed its appearance, from being predominantly 
white-and-black (peppered) to mostly comprising darker, pre- 
dominantly black individuals. This increase in black moths has 
occurred since the mid-rg9th century. The explanation offered 
and repeatedly appearing in textbooks was that the moths 
rested on tree trunks, where they were at risk of being eaten by 
birds. Before the spread of heavy industry the tree trunks were 
covered with lichens whose speckled appearance was matched 
closely by the ‘peppered’ appearance of the moth’s wings, so 
the camouflaged moths were only occasionally attacked. Air 
pollution caused by heavy industry killed off the lichens, so 
the moths were easily visible on the naked dark bark and were 
heavily preyed upon. A mutation to black wings appeared and 
was strongly favoured by natural selection, since the black- 
winged forms were now once again camouflaged. There is little 
doubt that this example, widely taught in lectures and text- 
books, had a powerful influence in convincing evolutionary 
biologists who came into the field from their prior interest in 
natural history that one could tell a causal story of natural se- 
lection. One interesting feature of this case is that the caterpil- 
lars of the dark-winged forms also have a slightly higher sur- 
vival rate than those of the speckled-wing form, even though 
they are not black, so something more is going on, but this fact 


tends to be left out entirely in the popular retelling. 


Similarly adaptationist thinking about physiological mecha- 
nisms, such as the heart, lungs, and immune system, is com- 
mon in evolutionary biology and in the popular imagination— 
see my earlier example of the giraffe’s neck. Evolutionary 
psychologists apply the same thinking to (only) human psychol- 
ogy, arguing that much of human behaviour is the output of 
psychological adaptations that evolved to solve recurrent prob- 
lems in human ancestral environments. In order to support 
such a view of adaptive human psychology, EP theorists need 
an analogue in the human mind to the kinds of distinct organs, 
features, or traits found in the body. Consequently, “a defining 
doctrine of EP is that the mind is massively modular, contain- 
ing ‘hundreds or thousands’ of ‘special-purpose minicomput- 
ers’ called ‘modules; each of which evolved during the Pleis- 
tocene to solve a problem of survival or reproduction faced by 


our hunter-gatherer ancestors.”? 


The autonomy of this picture is very important to how we con- 
ceptualize EP, because it means that theorists have no choice 
but to approach the mind, human behaviour, and human social 
organization as a grab-bag of traits. This seems easy enough 


but is in fact very culturally dependent and ambiguous. Even 


the most universal psychological trait—love, for example—is 
nothing like, say, a liver. You can’t physically locate it, you can’t 
identify its function, and you can’t say anything about the spe- 
cial type of cell or other component parts it’s made up of. You 
can’t, most of the time, even say exactly what it is, which is why 
we all spent hours in conversations with our girlfriends in high 
school about how we love someone like a brother or we, like, 
love-love them, or love them but are not in love with them, and 
so on and on until the merciful release of getting a proper sex 
life. 


If these barriers to analogies between the body and the mind 
aren't enough, sometimes the thing that evolutionary psy- 
chologists want to explain in adaptive terms isn’t even an ex- 
isting concept, and so where they don’t immediately find traits, 
they invent them. A well-known example is the ‘language ac- 
quisition module, which is not something you can see in the 
brain or in the complete organism, but something we have to 
postulate, to assume the existence of, in order to be able to for- 
mulate (never mind substantiate) any hypotheses about how 
natural selection could have worked on it in the deep past. No 
traits, no adaptation; no adaptation, no natural selection; no 
natural selection, no evolutionary explanation for how things 


are for people today. 


This is obviously a very dicey proposition, scientifically speak- 
ing. Sure, physicists can postulate a particle like the Higgs bo- 
son before they know for sure that it exists, but then they have 
to do the hard work of applying for research grants and per- 
mission to use the Large Hadron Collider in order to check that 
it’s actually there (they did, it is). EP completely swerves this 
challenge. If you ask most people who sort of know about this 
stuff and have maybe read Yuval Noah Harari or Matt Ridley a 
bit, they will tell you that the language acquisition module ex- 
ists because Noam Chomsky wrote a book about it. But Chom- 
sky (in his proper job as a linguist, not his hobby of denying 
genocides and excusing Vladimir Putin’s foreign policy) was 
not conducting empirical research: he made the observation 
that language is a human universal, and went on to theorize 
that all languages share a single common origin reflected in 
various deeply buried grammatical structures. The language 
acquisition module was a theoretical concept that filled the 
gap between how complex all these languages are and how 
quickly babies (who are widely acknowledged to be very stu- 
pid) pick them up. It’s not something that anyone went out and 


investigated in the field. 


So here we have an extraordinarily ambitious theory that seeks 
to find causal explanations to absolutely everything about hu- 


man life, and it doesn’t even have a firm conceptual framework 
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to operate on. In practice, terms like violence, intelligence, 
risk-taking, ambition, assertiveness, nurturing, sociability, 
cooperation, monogamy, desire, promiscuity and many more 
are just as slippery as ‘love; and in many cases just as hypo- 
thetical as the language acquisition model. We don’t actually 
knowwhat intelligence, to pick one at random, really is, and we 
have only the most approximate ways of predicting only very 
specific, selective manifestations of it with IQ or psychomet- 
ric tests. We’re not even sure if it really is one thing, and if so 
we absolutely cannot draw an evidenced line from the kinds of 
things we imagine (but can never prove, not even in theory— 
it’s unfalsifiable) were useful in the Pleistocene to the ability 
to rotate shapes in one’s mind under time pressure. And after 
all that, we still don’t have any means of finding a clear genetic 
mechanism for making it bigger or smaller or different. And 
yet EP claims that it can leapfrog over all of these barriers to 
science, and provide definitive explanations for things like 
why women are simply not as good at science as men are, as 
the president of Harvard University Lawrence Summers said 


in 2005. 


As we see in the Summers episode, having begun as merely a 
bad (or even pseudo) scientific discipline whose claims outstrip 
its rigour, EP has come to function as an organizing framework 
for a variety of ideas that can be summarized as ‘conservative 
liberalism’: a pained admission that things in the world are 
perhaps not quite as good as we would like, as good (in the US 
sense) liberals, but that there’s unfortunately nothing we can 
do about it. 


In line with the approach that parcels up the human world into 
discrete traits or modules, EP claims that each social ill devel- 
oped separately in response to selective pressures, and can be 
explained without reference to any of the others. No overarch- 
ing hegemonic system like, to pick a completely random exam- 
ple, patriarchy, has operated to structure society in ways that 
largely benefit white men and often exploit women and people 
of colour. It was all just gradual, random, incremental, target- 
ed natural selection. Because adaptationist thinking holds that 
surviving traits are adaptive, it must follow that poverty, war, 
rape, the unequal distribution of domestic labour are all the 
product of evolution, and have some past or present adaptive 
value which means changing or eradicating them isn’t just fu- 


tile, it’s dangerous. 


(To illustrate the last point, here are some of the things that 
Steven Pinker, a leading supporter of EP, thinks could arise if 
we rejected biological determinism in favour of a strawman 
idea of a ‘blank slate’ in his book of the same name: totalitari- 


an states, excessive blame of parents, murderous persecution 


of economic elites, early release of criminal psychopaths, and 


the construction of ugly housing estates. Yes, really.) 


Evolutionary biology is fundamentally a historical science: it 
seeks to examine the past in order to build a narrative of how 
organisms arrived at their present forms. EP is an ahistorical 
historical approach to human development: history is used to 
justify rather than merely describe. Relations between people 
are theorized as ‘natural, an ethically loaded term that appeals 
to social progressives just as much as social conservatives. In 
this worldview there is nothing constructed in the way human 
beings organize the world they share with each other, and in 
consequence nothing is open to contestation, either. The social 
and political past is encoded in immutable biological charac- 
teristics—it is ossified into the present and rejects any attempt 


at reform or revolution. 


Our modern skulls house a stone age mind. The key to understand- 
ing how the modern mind works is to realize that its circuits were 
not designed to solve the day-to-day problems of a modern Amer- 
ican—they were designed to solve the day-to-day problems of our 


hunter-gatherer ancestors.? 


Even if EP as it is actually applied to explanations of the world 
did not exhibit a remarkable degree of focus on the relations 
between the sexes, such an approach to the social sciences 
would be anti-feminist to its core. In EP, not only ‘those who 
don’t learn from history are doomed to repeat it; but everyone 
is doomed to repeat it—there is nothing else we can do because 
we are biological vehicles of our political past. As it happens, 
EP in its more popular forms is weirdly obsessed with gender 
roles and sex-linked inequality (but not in a good way). Search 
for ‘evolutionary psychology books’ and of the eight top re- 
sults, two are explicitly about the sexes—David Buss’s The Evo- 
lution of Desire and Geoffrey Miller’s The Mating Mind. Another 
devotes the first of three expository sections to ‘Sex, Romance 
and Love’ (Robert Wright’s The Moral Animal) and another, 
Pinker’s The Blank Slate, is peppered throughout with attacks 
on feminists as scientifically illiterate social engineers out to 


distort the natural relations between men and women. 


Pinker once said that while he believes that genes and evo- 
lution give us a strong drive to reproduce and so pass on our 
adaptive traits, he can tell his genes to “go jump in the lake.” 
But in 2005, shortly after the comments by Lawrence Sum- 
mers mentioned above, he took part in a debate with Harvard 
psychologist Elizabeth Spelke where he defended Summers’s 
position and she critiqued it. One quote that stands out is his 
claim that “the truth can’t be sexist.” He said that right after 


showing a slide with three very emphatic quotes from women 


writers criticizing Summers and quipping, “Well, wecertainly in a food-insecure environment. But do girls really like pink 
aren't facing the stereotypical gender difference inconfidence because our hunter-gatherer ancestor mothers were drawn to 
here” (he got a laugh). This tiny vignette is a great illustration _ ripe berries? Bananas, maybe. Or are men really more promis- 
of the substructure underpinning the confidence of EP pro- cuous than women because they want to spread their abundant 
ponents: first, we are not dealing here with just-so stories or seed across as many females as possible while having no guar- 
with projecting modern-day interpretations on non-existent antee whatsoever that any of them are ovulating at the time? 
evidence from the past—we are trafficking in Truth. Second, Are women more sexually reticent because we are holding out 
when the facts don’t fit our theories, the facts are wrong. for marriage and babies, or have we maybe heard about, like 
... Men? When children’s clothes manufacturers put dinosaurs 
In the years since 2005 what I think of as the EP mindset—a __ on boys’ t-shirts and unicorns on girls’, is that because in the 
belief that somewhere, in some deep place hidden from our _ Pleistocene men hunted dinosaurs while women gathered uni- 
consciousness, our temperaments, capabilities, and relations corns? And if that sounds like a silly and unfair caricature to 
with other people and the society we livein arestructured,and _ you, then ask yourself: why do we unquestioningly accept that 
to some degree determined, by our evolutionary past—hasbe- _ there are such profound differences in the interests and aes- 
come all but hegemonic. It is no longer remarked upon thetic preferences of male and female children? 
even when a new science enters the fray of 


proving women are irreconcilably dif- The thinking liberal person’s answer 


ferent to men: the speed with which to that is that it’s just science, and 


the new and highly technical you can’t argue with science. 
field of neuroimaging trans- What are you, a conserva- 
lated itself into what profes- tive?! But the real answer 
sor Gina Rippon dubbed for why we calculate our 
“neurobabble” in the exorbitant childcare costs 
public imagination owes in fractions of a wom- 
a lot to the fact that the 


public is primed by EP 


an’s salary isn’t that on 
the savannah there was 
narratives of divergent a survival advantage in 
evolutionary pressures to only 50% of the available 
see fundamental physical parents providing care for 
differences between the offspring, leading men to 
brains of men and women. simply not have evolved for 
This kind of priming is what equal parenting. What I usual- 
led the gender-critical campaign- ly hear when I say things like this 


er I mentioned above to state that the is, ‘Well, when you put it that way of 


absence of such observable differences course it sounds silly!’ But it is silly. Do 
“defies logic.” Human beings having, on aver- you know that when women in forager groups 
age, average human brains does not, in fact, defy logic. But net birds or kill small animals with slingshots, scientists 


when we are repeatedly told that male and female human be- call that gathering? Because women don't hunt, men do. That’s 
ings did, as a matter of scientific fact, exhibit very different be- just science! 
haviours in the evolutionary past, then those of us committed 
to a materialist approach to politics find ourselves snookered _It’s only once we understand that we interpret data through 
into the position that evolutionary differences must also have _ stories, and that those stories can be distorting, contradictory, 
found material expression in how our bodies and societies _ or absurd, that we can really start the work of picking through 
evolved into their present forms. the evidence to decide whether there even are significant be- 
havioural differences between the sexes. And it’s only once 
At the most superficial level, this is of course true: we are _ significant behavioural differences are consistently isolated 
group living animals, not solitary ones, because we evolved to and defined that we can start asking ourselves, and developing 
live in groups. We care for our young because that is anevo- the complex methodologies for answering, the question ‘How 
lutionary strategy that worked for us in the past. We have a much of sex difference is evolved?’ Until then, we’re dealing 


preference for high-calorie foods because they area better bet with mythology, not fact. If we can’t be confident that what is 
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right in front of our faces is being described accurately, we've 
no hope of making informed, non-biased speculations about 
who did the dishes in Tanzania 250,000 years ago. It follows 
that we absolutely should not accept any explanation for our 
modern-day social dynamics if they lean on theorizing the 


distant past. 


Evolutionary biology is complicated, and to most people, quite 
boring. But stories about our swashbuckling savannah ances- 
tors are fun. Biological determinism, like the devil, has all the 
best tunes: the ones we feel at home with, the ones that rhyme 
and resonate with our lives. EP has great answers to everyday 
questions about relationships, education, the economy—big 
complicated social structures are reduced to easily under- 
standable narratives. So the ordinary newspaper-reading per- 
son can understand these appeals to nature, because they are 
simple and incredibly old and well embedded in our cultural 
ways of thinking. Any disparities between groups in society— 
sexes, races, classes—can be explained as being the necessary 
outcomes of mechanisms that are universal (everyone has 
genes) and immutable (none of us can change them). Demands 
for redistribution of power or resources between these groups 


are futile and even pernicious. 


In short EP and other deterministic approaches to social phe- 
nomena get society completely off the hook of doing anything 
about the bad things in the world; they are the ‘market forces’ 
of scientifically literate people, those who often like to think 
of themselves as being on the left, allowing the beneficiaries 
of the current system to enjoy the fruits of their privilege with 
no pangs of conscience. EP is a shortcut between the higher 
sciences and everyday problems and fills a gap that is created 
by their abstractions, ‘a marketing layer’ that directly explains 
things that it seems like you could verify for yourself. Not a 
month goes by without an article from an anguished (Guardian) 
or gleeful (Telegraph) parent relating the unswerving devotion 
of their toddler offspring to gender-appropriate toys. The fact 
that social relations are the way they are is something we can 


all gather empirical evidence for. 


Since the main claim for EP is that it is scientific, it follows 
quite naturally that the main rebuttal to feminist objections is 
that we reject science. But we don’t—we are criticizing specific 
scientists and how they misuse the mantle of scientific rigour 
to make unsupported arguments about unprovable facts in the 
evolutionary past in politically motivated ways. There are a 
lot of great books by women taking apart these arguments in 
very rigorous ways,* but they are not being heard in the pop- 
ular discourse. Of course, women always struggle to be heard 


in the popular discourse, because popular discourse happens 
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under hegemonic patriarchal conditions; so in order for these 
criticisms to stick and in order that it should become harder 
to dismiss feminists out of hand as simple science deniers, we 
as a broad movement must be educated and engaged with this 
debate. We should not look away from the sciences and focus, 
as we have done since the 90s, on internal arguments in gen- 
der studies and philosophy departments, but engage with both 
academic and popular biological and evolutionary discourse 
such that arguments like ‘women choose lower-paid jobs be- 
cause they have evolved to not care as much about resources, 
unlike men who need status and money to get mates’ or ‘wom- 
en evolved to do the majority of domestic and caring labour so 
it’s unnatural for men to be equal parents’ can’t be snuck past 
any of us on any panel or any morning news show, ever. It’s not 
good enough to just know in our bones these things are perni- 
cious bullshit—we need to know why they are bullshit, we need 
to know what scientific mistakes are being made here, we need 
to understand how evolution actually works if we are ever go- 


ing to get that damn monkey out of that damn tree. 


Marina Strinkovsky is a feminist writer and campaigner who blogs 
at ‘It’s Not a Zero Sum Game.’ Her main interests revolve around male 
violence against women, reproductive justice, sexual exploitation, and 
rape (fun at parties). Marina has written for the New Statesman, the 
TSE and Indy Voices among others, and is currently working on an ed- 
ited collection provisionally titled A Witch’s Dozen: Thirteen Essays 
in Contemporary Feminist Struggle. She lives in Swindon with her 
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FEMINISM, LIBERAL INDIVIDUALISM, 
AND COLLECTIVE POLITICAL ACTION 


BY JANE CLARE JONES 


here’s a last set of questions I’d like to consider in this 

section of THE RADICAL NOTION on recent conflicts in 

the gender-critical world. These relate to differences of 
perspective between those women grounded in feminist poli- 
tics and those women whose political action is guided by—or 
uses arguments based in—the principles of liberal individual- 
ism. Some thinkers less familiar with the breadth of feminist 
thinking and history consider feminism to be fundamentally 
liberal in nature, and indeed, feminism was one of the move- 
ments that unfolded throughout the 2oth century that hung its 
political demands on liberal conceptions of rights. However, 
as we've been exploring throughout these pages, radical and 
materialist feminisms are indebted to the tradition of material 
class analysis, which is left-wing, rather than liberal, in origin. 
Feminism, along with other left-wing thinking, also tends to 
be more collectivist in its orientation than liberalism, although 
feminism thinks the collective should support, rather than 
subsume, individual human specificity. Moreover, the nature 
of politics ultimately involves collective political action, and 
what I want to look at here is how tensions can arise between 
a liberal individualist worldview and a more collectivist fem- 
inist worldview, when people from different political back- 


grounds end up trying to do politics together. 
A) FEMINISM AND LIBERAL AUTONOMY 


‘Post-liberal’ or ‘reactionary’ feminists, such as Mary Harring- 
ton, have lately been very busy telling women that feminism is 
a doomed political project. According to Harrington, this is be- 
cause feminism is grounded on the ideal of perfect human au- 
tonomy, while in reality, she points out, humans are relational 
and dependent creatures. There is a great deal in Harrington’s 
recent work’ I agree with. As many of us have discussed over 
recent years, there are significant problems for any feminist 
project that conceives the idea of women’s equality on the basis 
of thinking equality as sameness, which therefore fails to attend 
to the specificity of women’s needs, and which leads towards 
the absurdity of out-and-out sex denial. I also agree with much 


of her critique of the default liberal male subject: 


This grudging relationship of femaleness to the ideal liberal sub- 
ject goes all the way back to the first liberal thinkers. Jean-Jacques 
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Rousseau ... didn’t even believe women could be free in this way ... 
It wasn’t long before Mary Wollstonecraft challenged the idea that 
liberalism was just a boys’ club. She claimed education, freedom and 
emancipation for women on equal terms with men, kick-starting the 
movement that eventually became feminism. But here I’m going to be 
provocative and suggest that actually, ina way, Rousseau was right. 
Women are less well-suited to liberal autonomy than men. But this 
isn’t an argument against women, or motherhood. It’s an argument 
against liberalism. If we believe the ideal human condition is auton- 
omy, we have no way of thinking about humans as interdependent. 
And motherhood is the most concrete example of interdependence. 
An unborn baby is not a separate individual, but nor is it a parasite, 


or merely a thing.” 


Of course, what any feminist who has some familiarity with 
the tradition of sexual difference feminism is going to say is: 
sexual difference feminists have been making precisely this 
critique of liberalism since the 1970s. We're also going to point 
out that women such as Luce Irigaray have combed right back 
through the history of philosophy and demonstrated pretty 
persuasively that this denial of interdependence, and the val- 
orization of individualist masculine self-sufficiency, is embed- 
ded right in the centre of Western thought, and is absolutely 
central to the operation of patriarchy as an extractive economy 
that refuses to pay its debts to the material resources on which 
it depends.3 Which is to say, my objection to Harrington’s work 
is not that she is wrong about autonomy vs. interdependence, 
or equality vs. difference, or the centrality of motherhood and 
the kind of care work that must be done in a world where hu- 
mans are dependent creatures. My objection is that she takes 
mainstream liberal feminism—the kind that is amenable to a 
capitalist culture run on the lie of perfect individualist auton- 
omy—as the axiom of all feminism. And she doesn’t then en- 
gage with the many strands of feminism that have made exact- 
ly the same critiques of liberal individualism as she is making. 
These traditions have diagnosed liberalism as an instantiation 
of patriarchy, and hence come to very different conclusions to 
Harrington about what that means for our social organization, 


and for feminism. 


For Harrington, the failures of liberal feminism license a re- 


turn to a form of patriarchy envisioned as a kind of beneficent 


». paternalism, a form which reminds me, basically, of One Na- 
tion or High Toryism. I have always said I would take a One 
Nation Tory over a neoliberal any day, and for precisely the 
reason that old-school Toryism at least has respect for bonds 
of social responsibility—and practices of ‘noblesse oblige’— 
albeit within a worldview that naturalizes social hierarchies. 
It is in the smuggling back in of natural hierarchies—and the 
elision between ‘recognizing difference’ and ‘naturalizing hi- 
erarchy’—that I depart from Harrington’s ‘reactionary femi- 
nism. Radical materialist feminism, indebted to the difference 
tradition, maintains that patriarchy is fundamentally structured by 
denial of interdependence, including the ethic of mutual respon- 
sibility that interdependence entails. Patriarchy converts sites 
of dependence into hierarchical and proprietorial relations in 
which one party controls, and extracts, what it needs from the 
other. Harrington might like to envision patriarchy as “the ag- 
gregate result of human efforts to balance the conflicting in- 
terests of the two sexes,”* but this portrait is a pretty gratuitous 
erasure of its proprietorial historical structure, and the way 
that structure harms women’s flourishing as full human per- 
sons. The task for feminists is to think through what a culture 
grounded on the centrality of interdependence and mutual 
respect would look like, and how we should socially organize 
human reproduction, and the work of care more generally, ina 
way that doesn’t entail the control and exploitation of the bod- 


ies and labour of women. 


B) FEMINISM AND COLLECTIVE POLITICAL ACTION 


Analysis of interdependence and mutual responsibility in- 
forms the theory and practice of feminist politics. ‘Sisterhood’ 
is not a political bond that consists of identification between 
women simply because they are women. Feminism works to- 
wards furthering the material interests of women as a class, 
but not all women are sisters in this struggle, because not all 
women share feminist consciousnesses or the analysis of 
women’s material class interests, and not all women are act- 


» ing towards furthering those interests. Indeed, many women 


are working against them, often because they think their in- 
dividual interests are best served by courting the attention, 
support, resources, or protection of men. Sisterhood is there- 
fore a political bond founded on shared political thinking and 
shared political action. Given the power of patriarchy, and the 
‘+ resources males have at their disposal, the decision of women 
to refuse male support and protection and to centre women’s 
autonomous action and organization comes under constant 
pressure. Sisterhood is the political solidarity between women 
who are committed to centring women’s interests, maintain- 
ing women’s political autonomy, and refusing the distortion of 


their political aims that so often comes with male patronage. 


The practice of sisterhood is indebted to a feminist analysis of 
interdependence, reciprocity, collectivity, and non-domina- 
tion. We often work in groups and, as far as is possible, non-hi- 
erarchically. We try to make space for every woman to voice 
her opinions and contribute her individual talents, and we try 
to take account of the specificity of each woman’s needs and 
circumstances. Humans are interdependent and social, and 
feminists understand that politics is the practice of collective 
political action. Political change depends on the mobilization 
of collectives. As such, we recognize that our action as indi- 
viduals has implications for the collective and aim to negotiate 
that through open and direct consultation with each other. We 
don’t always agree. The aim should always be to try and talk it 
out and really hear what other women are saying without dis- 
missiveness or defensiveness. Ideally the upshot of that is that 
you come to understand other women’s views and can reach a 
mutual accommodation or resolution. Sometimes the upshot 


is that you don’t get to do exactly what you want. 


C) CURRENT GENDER-CRITICAL CONFLICTS 


I think some of the recent conflict among people in the gen- 
der-critical movement can be understood as arising from dif- 
ferent assumptions about what ‘doing politics’ is about, and 
the way those assumptions are tied to fundamental ideas about 
human nature, and human society. That is, I think some are be- 
ing guided by principles of liberal individualism and autono- 
my, while some are being guided by a feminist model of inter- 
dependence and collectivity. This is manifesting in a number 


of ways. 


Firstly, we have the question of whether the ‘gender-critical 
movement’ is really a movement at all, or whether it is just an 
aggregation of individuals who all think trans ideology is bol- 
locks for various reasons. When it first got off the ground back 
in 2017/2018, many of the women organizing resistance were 
steeped in feminist analysis, and ‘gender-critical feminism’ 
was the name for the feminist analysis of what was wrong with 
the trans-rights project. Over time, more and more people have 
joined this political battle. Initially, many of them were at least 
respectful of the fact it was primarily a feminist movement, 
whereas now significant numbers are explicitly anti-feminist. 
Under these conditions, what ‘the gender-critical movement’ 
is has become a source of increasing tension. Some negotiate 
these tensions by claiming they represent only themselves and 
their own views, have no particular responsibility to others, 
and are in no way implicated by the actions of others in the 
movement. I have some degree of sympathy for ‘wanting just 
to do your own thing and be responsible only for yourself and 


your own views. And I understand that there are real and deep 


issues when ideals of collective mutual responsibility tip over 


into a sense that ‘other people are telling me what to do. 


I would argue, however, that imagining you are doing politics 


as a single sovereign individual is reality denial. We cannot be, 


and are not, mobilizing as individuals, and we have only been 


politically effective because we are mobilizing as a collective. 


Moreover, the fact is we are seen from the outside as ‘a move- 


ment, and the action of any individual is perceived by observ- 


ers as an action of ‘the movement. That is, whether we like it or 


not—and many of us do not like it at all—we are all effectively 


implicated by whatever individuals do under the ‘gender-crit- 


ical’ banner. What some individuals perceive as feminist wom- 


~ en ‘telling them what to do’ is grounded in the fact that many 


feminist women assume that politics is collective action, and 


that we are all mutually dependent and responsible to each 
other. Therefore, when some individuals act unilaterally in 
ways that feminist women think is contrary to feminist aims, 
it causes a great deal of tension. If processes of mutual consul- 
tation and action can’t be restored, it leaves feminist women 
with a dilemma: either they remain part of a movement they 
consider to be increasingly anti-feminist but which they feel 
implicated by and will be asked to answer for, or they try and 


make a clear split. This is where we are now. 


The fact that politics is collective action to further certain 


interests or achieve certain ends is also, I think, where the 
guilt-by-association argument falls down. This argument has 
become immensely popular in gender-critical space, largely 
I think because it functions as an all-purpose get-out-of-jail- 
free card and relieves people of feeling in any way implicat- 
ed by the actions of others under the ‘gender-critical’ banner. 
The argument laid out by Kathleen Stock in ‘On guilt-by-as- 
sociation’s starts from observations about the way left-wing 
people—I would say, identitarian left-identified people of the 
‘social justice’ witch-hunting variety—think about any prox- 
imity between putatively ‘good’ lefty people and putatively 
‘bad’ right-wing people as a matter of moral contamination. 
And I agree with her. As I discuss in my piece on left-wing 
and right-wing identitarianism on page 15, political thinking 


grounded on ‘us vs. them’ identity-logics always gets tied up 


= 


with metaphors of invasion and contamination, in which the 
purity of the inside is imagined to be infected by the bad/for- 
eign/dangerous outside. And purity thinking is othering, de- 
humanizing, and is often used to avoid dealing with the sub- 


stance of what people are actually saying.® 


There is nothing wrong with sitting on neutral platforms, 


openly debating with people you have fundamental political 


disagreements with. Indeed, it’s necessary to the functioning 


of a healthy democracy. That’s a different business from mak- 
ing concrete political cause with, or taking platforms from, 
people who have a specific political interest in using your voice 
to further their own political ends. That’s not about moral con- 
tamination. That’s about giving arguments, credibility, and 
political energy to people who are working against your polit- 
ical interests and aims. It’s about being co-opted. And it is also 
about, as the anti-feminist shift in the GC world shows, estab- 
lishing conduits for the dissemination of rhetoric and ideas 
hostile to your political interests, often without critique. In 
politics, people act towards certain interests and disseminate 
ideas, memes, rhetoric, and arguments that advance those in- 
terests. Non-honest brokers (like, um, many politicians) won't 
always tell you what their interests are and will leverage rhe- 
torical framing that appeals to certain people to attract their 
support—because politics is a collective enterprise and works 
by mobilizing people’s attention and action. The ‘Fairer Dispu- 
tations’ project, in which anti-choice Catholic women use the 
language of difference and ‘sex-realist’ feminism to appeal 
to gender-critical women, is just one recent example (see Jeni 


Harvey’s ‘The Fairer Sex Fights Back, pages 46-47). 


Stock’s essay starts from the premise that women concerned 
about certain political associations are basically just lefty puri- 
tans, and are therefore engaging in the type of witch-hunting 
we all despise. However, it then goes on to forward various jus- 
tifications for actual political associations and alliances. Feminists 
objecting to actual political alliances aren’t worried about mor- 
al contamination by genuinely random associations, they're 
worried about making political common cause with people 
working against feminist’s political interests—a fact Stock’s 
essay pretty much elides.’ This pivoting between a) critiquing 
moral puritanism and b) justifying making concrete political 
alliances is going on all over gender-critical space, with people 
trying to handwave critique by shouting ‘guilt-by-association’ 
one moment, and then justifying why we need to make certain 


strategic alliances because ‘the house is on fire’ the next. 


Let’s just be honest here. What is going on is that some people 
seem to have decided we need to make common cause with ex- 
tremely right-wing actors, many of whom are opposed to trans 
ideology from a place of gender conservatism, many of whom 
are actively working against women’s reproductive rights, and 
many of whom are explicitly anti-feminist. A lot of feminist 
women object to this, for reasons grounded in a coherent ac- 
count of women’s political interests, just as in the case of the 
fight against trans ideology. And while the gender-critical 
movement prides itself on defending open and robust debate, 
many in the movement have not engaged substantially with 


the basis of feminist objections. Instead, they have caricatured 


us as ‘elite head girl professional feminists; or ‘mean girls, 
or a bunch of lefty puritans much like the TRAs, or they have 


claimed we are just playing ‘guilt-by-association. 


We have put a lot of time and thought into laying out our ar- 
guments as thoroughly as possible in these pages, and to out- 
lining the way we feel our concerns are being handwaved and 
dismissed. We would ask our somewhat estranged sisters to 
follow through on what first brought us all together in this: 
the belief that women’s political concerns should be listened 
to and taken seriously, and that when women are caricatured, 
dismissed, or outright bullied for voicing political concerns, 


something is awry. 


*See Mary Harrington, ‘Liberated Enough: Feminism, Liberalism, and 
Conservatism, American Affairs Journal, 5.3 (Fall 2021), 185-99, ameri- 


canaffairsjournal.org/2021/08/liberated-enough-feminism-liberal- 


ism-and-conservatism; Mary Harrington, ‘Reactionary feminism, 


First Things, June 2021, firstthings.com/article/2021/06/reaction- 


ary-feminism; Mary Harrington, ‘Why liberal feminists don’t care, 
UnHerd, 23 October 2019, unherd.com/2019/10/why-liberal-femi- 


nists-dont-care. 


?Mary Harrington, ‘Opening remarks for Res Publica post-liberal fem- 
inism webinar, Reactionary Feminist, 22 December 2020, reactionary- 


feminist.com/2020/12/22/opening-remarks-for-res-publica-post-lib- 


eral-feminism-webinar. 


3This issue about ‘paying debts’ is central to the critique of liberal in- 
dividualism. Because humans are interdependent, no human achieves 
anything without taking things from others. We can either do this in 
full recognition of the ethical imperative of mutual responsibility it 
implies, or we can pretend we are self-sufficient, while taking things 
from others and then refusing to recognize bonds of reciprocal re- 
sponsibility. I would suggest that people who are participating in po- 
litical movements which support them, while pretending they are sov- 
ereign individuals who have no reciprocal responsibilities, are doing 
something similar. 


4Harrington, ‘Reactionary feminism’ 


Kathleen Stock, ‘On guilt-by-association, Substack, 4 July 2022, kath- 


leenstock.substack.com/p/on-guilt-by-association. 


As I discuss in my piece looking at gender-critical populism on page 
15, the current use of an opposition between ‘elite’ and ‘ordinary’ 
women is also functioning to dismiss feminist women’s critiques of 
right-wing alliances without substantive engagement. This populism 
uses a basic Trumpian formula but has been drenched in the rhetoric 
of the playground, and many of the vicious bullying efforts to make 
feminist women stop speaking on the issue of right-wing alliances 
have consisted of little more than the charge of being nasty, jealous, 
bitchy mean girls. Stock gave considerable ammunition and legitima- 
cy to this rhetorical strategy in her essay. I have many questions here 
about what is going on with the refusal to grant that politically ded- 
icated women might be genuine political actors and the tendency to 
dismiss their actions as petty spite. 


7Stock does touch on the claim that certain associations might com- 
promise people’s ‘principles, but her framing makes it all a matter of 


maintaining pure ideals, rather than giving political energy, support, 


or credibility to people who are working against your interests. 


